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ABSTRACT 
 
 This study contributes to knowledge of George Russell’s musical compositions and 
illustrates the creative methods of his 1956 work for small jazz ensemble. This body of work 
consisted of twelve pieces for the RCA Victor album The Jazz Workshop: George Russell and His 
Smalltet and three pieces commissioned by saxophonist Hal McKusick for his own Jazz 
Workshop album. 
 George Russell (1923–2009) is remembered as a pioneering jazz music theorist, but his life 
in music integrated rich activity alongside theory, including performing on drums and piano, 
composing, leading a sextet and jazz orchestra, and teaching. Russell’s compositions have not 
received significant attention by researchers, who have instead focused on his extraordinary 
theoretical accomplishment, The Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization for 
Improvisation (1953, 1959, 1964, 2001), recognized as the first theory of tonality to come from 
within jazz. 
 This study repositions Russell’s music alongside his theory and places his achievements in 
the context of his early life experiences, his development during the swing era, and his 
participation, beginning in 1947, in New York City’s modern jazz movement. Russell’s 
involvement with the RCA Victor Jazz Workshop series in 1956 marked his return to activity as a 
composer and his first experience as a bandleader. From 1947 through 1949 he had composed big 
band music for Dizzy Gillespie, Ella Fitzgerald, Buddy DeFranco, and Artie Shaw. From 1950 
through 1953, he then took time away from composing to develop his theoretical foundation, 
ultimately creating the Lydian Chromatic Concept as his personal system. In the midst of a fertile 
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time in the development of jazz music, Russell’s 1956 Jazz Workshop period found him among 
modern jazz players who were sympathetic to his new ideas and came to be guided by his vision. 
  A review of the academic literature reveals that studies of Russell have tended to focus not 
on his music but on his contribution to modal jazz theory and culture—often represented by 
Miles Davis, Bill Evans, John Coltrane, and their followers in the sixties—and as a figure within a 
movement of African American avant-gardism. Through documentation and analysis of his 
musical materials and methods, the present work adds to the few studies attempting to view 
Russell’s unique compositional voice in the context of his wide impact. 
 In part one, author interviews with participants Hal McKusick and Paul Motian, as well as 
oral histories and remembrances by his peers, give insight into Russell’s Jazz Workshop period and 
the cooperative nature of the community involved in commissioning, rehearsing, and 
performing this challenging music. An overview of jazz in New York City of 1956 establishes the 
context in which Russell was working and reveals an active new wave of jazz composer-
performers. 
 Russell and his wife Alice Norbury Russell made manuscript analysis possible beginning in 
2008. As an additional resource, the author has made personal transcriptions of the Jazz 
Workshop music. In part two, analytical chapters build upon each other, tracing Russell’s 
approach to melody, counterpoint, harmony, form, and the role of improvisation. Finally, 
thematic and modal organization are analyzed within a representative piece, “Knights of the 
Steamtable.”  
 George Russell’s musical language touches on many familiar elements in jazz composition: 
practices of blues, swing, and improvisation; conventions of big band arranging; the Afro-Latin 
influence; and popular song form. But his music also makes use of ideas that were rare in jazz at 
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that time, such as suite form, dissonant counterpoint, pantonality, and the modal (scalar) 
approach to composition and improvisation his own theory had informed. This study concludes 
that with the music of his 1956 Jazz Workshop period, Russell was able to integrate his pursuits of 
music theory, composition, and performance into a unified, original, and influential art.   
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PART I: GEORGE RUSSELL AND THE JAZZ WORKSHOP 
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CHAPTER 1: PROJECT OVERVIEW 
 
 George Allen Russell (June 23, 1923–July 27, 2009) is known primarily for his legacy as 
the first jazz musician to make a major contribution to music theory via the treatise The Lydian 
Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization for Improvisation (1953, 1959, 1964, 2001). This “view 
or philosophy of tonality,” to quote the 1959 edition, has had a broad influence, as it categorized 
all the tonal resources inherent in the system of equal temperament and unified the relationship 
of scales to chords for the jazz improviser or composer. Beginning in the late 1940s, and 
increasingly into the 1950s, Russell’s theory and compositions contributed to the development of 
Afro-Cuban and jazz fusion, and to the rise of modal jazz. While based in Scandinavia in the late 
1960s, Russell influenced a new wave of European musicians with his music and theories, and the 
Lydian Chromatic Concept has contributed to the way jazz theory was taught in American 
universities and conservatories since the early 1970s. Always a progressive thinker, with roots in 
the swing era and jazz of the mid-1930s and WWII era, Russell’s influence extended to jazz-rock 
fusion in the 1980s, and to contemporary classical composition internationally. 
 Russell has achieved more fame as a theorist than as a composer and performer, but 
concurrent with his lifelong focus on theory, Russell had a career as composer and bandleader. 
This dissertation seeks to highlight the significance of Russell’s original music by focusing on a 
pivotal year in his work. Active for over fifty years, he wrote music that has consistently been 
viewed as significant and forward-looking. For commitment to both innovation and tradition, 
his music ranks in the pantheon of great jazz composers from Duke Ellington to Thelonious 
Monk, Charles Mingus, and Gil Evans. Russell incorporated the fullest intellectual range of style, 
harmony, rhythm, and form available to the jazz composer, and embraced many elements 
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beyond conventional jazz music. As a bandleader beginning in 1960, he established and 
maintained working sextets and jazz orchestras in America and Europe, often playing piano.  
 Growing up in a rich African American musical environment in Cincinnati, and with 
roots as a jazz drummer in the 1940s with the big bands of Benny Carter and others, Russell’s 
musical heritage runs deep into the jazz tradition. To jazz musicians, audiences, and writers, 
Russell has always been known as an artist representing the highest rational, emotional, intuitive, 
and spiritual aims. He remained fiercely independent and rejected what he viewed as a 
commercial and capitalist jazz marketplace. 
 His legacy among insiders—select musicians and jazz aficionados—as a multifaceted 
genius is founded on the influence of his Lydian Chromatic Concept, but extends to his 
compositions, band leading, drum and piano playing, and teaching. Trumpeter Art Farmer called 
the Concept “The past, the present, the future, all in one. A must for the serious musician.”1 Gill 
Evans called Russell’s book “Far ahead of any...in the field.”2 
 In tribute to Russell, Bob Brookmeyer wrote: 
I realize more every year that he gave a word that I am still chasing—“chromatic.” He was 
(and is) our Schoenberg and our Stravinsky—leaving us a way to organize musical 
language that was unimaginable until George decided it needed to be done.3 
 
 Of Russell’s music, friend, colleague, and pianist Ran Blake wrote: 
As important as his theoretical studies are, I primarily consider George’s most important 
contribution in music as that of a composer. There are sounds that he gets from the 
orchestra and small group that no one else achieves. His music is as identifiable as that of 
Messiaen and Strayhorn.4 
 
                                                      
1 George Russell, The Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization: Volume One; The Art and 
Science of Tonal Organization (Brookline, MA: Concept Publishing: 2001), book jacket and brochure. 
2 Ibid. 
3 “In Memoriam: George Russell 1923–2009,” All About Jazz: New York, September 6, 2009, 
http://www.allaboutjazz.com/php/article.php?id=33974 (accessed September 9, 2009). 
4 Ibid. 
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 This thesis explores the fifteen musical compositions written by George Russell that were 
recorded in 1956 for the RCA Victor Jazz Workshop series. Hal McKusick’s Jazz Workshop (Vic 
LPM 1366) album contained three Russell pieces, and The Jazz Workshop: George Russell and His 
Smalltet (Vic LPM 1372) contained the remaining twelve.5 These recordings mark Russell’s debut 
as a leader of his long-standing sextet. They also represent his inspired and prolific return to 
composing, after having all but ceased for four years to develop his theoretical foundation. 
Musicians and critics have noted the strength and significance of these Jazz Workshop series 
compositions since their release on record during the rise of modal jazz, yet this body of work for 
small jazz ensemble represents a phase in Russell’s work that has not been documented in an 
analytic study. Russell’s far-reaching influence in music has been recognized for decades, and 
although this 1956 period of creativity is acknowledged by jazz musicians, teachers, critics, and 
researchers as part of an important development in modern jazz, Russell’s musical ideas and their 
formal organization have remained largely unexamined in writing. 
 The Jazz Workshop: George Russell and His Smalltet was Russell’s first album as a leader, 
and his earliest masterpiece. This study of the scores and recordings developed out of a first-hand 
appreciation for Russell, and the powerful feeling that comes from all of his music; I was his 
student in the Lydian Chromatic Concepts classes he taught (1998, 1999), and a member of the 
jazz orchestra that was an institution in and of itself at the New England Conservatory under 
Russell’s direction (1997, 1998, 2001, 2002). Playing trumpet in Russell’s ensembles led me to 
appreciate the strength and force of the diverse music he wrote throughout his career—from the 
early classic swing and Latin masterpieces, to the dense jungles of his more recent works of jazz-
                                                      
5 Other Jazz Workshop releases were The Arrangers (works by Gil Evans, Johnny Carisi, McKusick, and 
Russell); Hal Schaefer; Billy Byers; and Four Brass, One Tenor. See Appendix B for complete Russell 
discography of 1956, and Appendix C for subsequent releases of the Russell Jazz Workshop period 
sessions. 
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rock fusion, complete with searing electric guitars and synthesizers and wildly intense percussion 
solos—and to witness the ability of his music to take talented musicians to a higher plane of 
group achievement, both technically and emotionally. Russell’s music was truly remarkable and 
inspiring; he did not speak about it at great length, but through rehearsals and performances, 
Russell’s lifelong vision became tangible and real. This investigation of his earliest small-group 
compositions has developed out of a love and respect for Russell as a complete musician. 
 The compositions on The Jazz Workshop include elements that Russell would develop for 
over fifteen years. Many rare and attractive qualities made this music unique in jazz composition: 
complex melodic lines, contrapuntal textures, and fresh harmonies and progressions. The 
connections between the short pieces—the recurring scalar themes, the changing rhythms and 
moods—are vital to Russell’s compositional style, and this project is therefore focused on 
exploring his compositional voice in these works. 
 Russell’s Lydian Chromatic Concept provides the theoretical background for 
understanding his music, but does not explain the details of how his Jazz Workshop music was 
organized. To uncover this, one must delve into the works themselves, and incorporate the 
Concept as a part of the understanding of his work. These works are united by the intricate logic 
of Russell's music, a pattern that reveals itself as we identify the key elements of form and 
content that drive each piece. As a group of related compositions, understanding the music leads 
one to broadly categorize Russell’s concepts of melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic thinking. Key 
aspects of Russell’s melodic, rhythmic, contrapuntal, and harmonic design are illustrated in the 
following chapters. In comparing the formal structure of these pieces, an understanding of 
Russell’s general compositional process also becomes clear. 
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 Recurring questions as I explored the compositions were: What are the musical materials 
that Russell works with or favors, and how are these individual parts put together to make a 
whole? What methods of organization meld these pieces into complete entities? What signs of 
Russell’s personalized system of music theory (the Lydian Chromatic Concept, what he called 
“real knowledge”) and his experience as a jazz drummer and arranger since the early 1940s 
resulted in this forward-thinking, yet deeply informed, jazz music of 1956? 
 Russell’s work, particularly his seminal theory text dating to 1946–1947, has long been the 
subject of academic interest.6 Russell’s Lydian Chromatic Concept represents the first 
comprehensive explanation of jazz melody and harmony by a jazz musician. Russell’s theory 
brings the elements of jazz improvisation and composition into a unified system that takes into 
account the broad range of methods employed by diverse jazz players and discusses the styles of 
individual players, such as Lester Young and Coleman Hawkins.  
 On the NBC television show The Subject is Jazz, in a 1958 episode entitled “The Future of 
Jazz,” one of Russell’s first public demonstrations featured his description of the essential 
difference between the vertical, arpeggio-based approach to improvisation exemplified by 
Coleman Hawkins and the horizontal, scale-based, approach exemplified by Lester Young.7 
Russell’s view observed that tonality could be conveyed by separate entities of melody and 
harmony, or scale and chord. This attention to the chord/scale relationship has become central to 
                                                      
6 George Russell, The Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization for Improvisation (New York, 
Concept Publishing, 1959). Although published in 1959, the LCC was first copyrighted by Russell in 1953, 
when produced as a short, and undistributed, mimeograph. No copies of this version are known to exist 
in libraries, or in Russell’s files. Dave Guard of the Kingston Trio, helped Russell publish the LCC in 1959, 
and was known by Alice Russell to posses a copy of the 1953 first edition when he died in 1991. The 1959 
edition is therefore the first viable source for the actual content of the LCC, although it was not available as 
a publication when the Jazz Workshop music was recorded in 1956. 
7 Gilbert Seldes, The Subject is Jazz, episode “The Future of Jazz,” NBC, June 18, 1958, online video, 
YouTube, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vAgaqALyJJ4 (accessed July 15, 2008).    
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both jazz practice and pedagogy. In the 1964 edition of the LCC, Russell’s terms would explain 
the tonal principles of two other important saxophonists of the late fifties, John Coltrane and 
Ornette Coleman. 
 Russell states in the LCC: 
The possible use of more than one scale for each chord greatly frees the improviser from 
the vertical limitations of arpeggiated playing. The number of scales at the players 
command opens new avenues of improvising. 
 
 Critical attention to his work first came from Russell’s peers; contemporaries such as John 
Lewis, Gunther Schuller, John Benson Brooks, and Martin Williams began to comment 
positively on his work in essays and album reviews appearing in the short-lived monthly Jazz 
Review, published from November of 1958 to January of 1961 in New York City. A host of other 
reviews, essays, interviews, television appearances, and roundtable discussions (which included 
Russell, in some cases) from 1958 to 1964 show that the jazz intelligentsia of the Space Age took 
a lively interest in Russell and his musical ideas.8  
 Russell’s theory attracted the curiosity of students and teachers of jazz approximately one 
decade after the 1959 edition of the LCC appeared in print. This second edition was in actuality 
the first to be distributed and promoted—Russell took out advertisements in the Jazz Review 
advertising the book and lessons taught from his 121 Bank Street apartment in Greenwich 
Village. In the later sixties, a few Indiana University student theses examined the Lydian 
Chromatic Concept. It was adopted there as a jazz improvisation text, and pioneering jazz 
educators acknowledged a debt to the theory in the burgeoning field of pedagogic jazz books.9 
                                                      
8 Record reviews of Vic LPM 1372: New Yorker, July 13, 1957; Down Beat, May 29, 1958; Jazz Review, 
November 1960. Panel discussion: Bill Coss, “Afterhours: A Jazz Discussion with Clark Terry, Don Ellis, 
Bob Brookmeyer, Hall Overton, George Russell,” Down Beat (November 9, 1961): 19–22, 38.  
9 John Howard Riley, “A Critical Examination of George Russell’s Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal 
Organization for Improvisation” (master’s thesis, Indiana University, 1967); Jack Louis Simon, “An 
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David Baker was responsible for bringing attention to the LCC through his teaching at Indiana 
University, and by giving credit to Russell in several of his books. These pedagogic books 
espoused and developed Russell’s ideas in the LCC about how there exists a best fitting scale for 
every chord—a “parent scale”—in a song’s chord progression. The improviser is free to choose 
other alternative scales to this best-fitting scale, in order to enrich their melodic content to the 
full spectrum, using up to all twelve pitches if desired. 
 Later still, in the 1980s, European theorists took notice of Russell and discussed his theory 
in their jazz journals.10 All of these students, teachers, and academics focused almost exclusively 
on describing, evaluating, and interpreting Russell’s theory of chords and scales. This fascination 
among writers with Russell as theorist became the dominant history of Russell as told in both jazz 
scholarship and the common jazz media into the early 1990s, and may have overshadowed other 
types of interest or research in Russell’s repertoire. 
 Apart from interest in the LCC, more recent writers have focused on broader aspects of 
Russell’s contribution to music and culture. Ingrid Monson, in “Oh Freedom: George Russell, 
John Coltrane, and Modal Jazz,” examines Russell’s influential role by developing critical theory 
that rethinks “jazz history in the fifties and sixties within a web of interlocking contexts that 
include aesthetic modernism, spiritual transcendence, transnationalism, the Civil Rights 
                                                                                                                                                                              
Application of the Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization to a Class in College Theory” (senior 
thesis, Butler University, 1967); Genevieve Sue Crane, “Jazz Elements and Formal Compositional 
Techniques in ‘Third Stream’ Music” (master’s thesis, Indiana University, 1970); David Baker, Techniques 
of Improvisation (Chicago: Maher Publications, 1971). 
10 Maximilian Hendler, “Gedanken zum ‘Lydischen Konzept’ von George Russell,” Jazzforschung/Jazz 
Research 16 (January 1984): 163; André Jeanquartier, “Kritische Anmerkungen zum `Lydian Chromatic 
Concept’; ein Vergleich zwischen George Russell’s Konzept und dem Dur-Moll-System,” 
Jazzforschung/Jazz Research 16 (January 1984): 9. 
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Movement, and African independence.”11 While retracing intersections of those areas of interest, 
Monson’s work places both Russell and John Coltrane at the forefront of a wave of artistic, 
spiritual, and intellectual development that emanated from the jazz community in the late 1950s 
and 1960s. 
 Similarly, Christopher Bakriges has examined Russell’s life and work within the context of 
his broader dissertation on African American musical avant-gardism. In his dissertation chapter 
“George Russell’s Intuitive Logic Behind the Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization,” 
Bakriges traces the African American socio-cultural forces at play in Russell’s upbringing through 
to his later philosophical and spiritual development, ultimately concluding that Russell’s 
“relatively non-western, or more precisely pre-western, perspective has not been fully recognized 
as a major musical and philosophical contribution in the United States.”12 Bakriges helps Russell 
studies by documenting the evolution of Russell’s musical and spiritual philosophy, while largely 
disproving the widespread presumption that Russell only functioned in a traditional western 
academic mode. Bakriges shows that while Russell engaged with leading jazz and classical 
musicians for his entire life, taught in a conservatory for almost forty years, and received many 
prestigious grants and commissions, his theoretical bent was a product of his own intuition and 
self-directed study evolving from his origins in jazz music and African American culture. 
 Monson and Bakriges’ work in the field of African American musical, cultural, and 
interdisciplinary studies has presented Russell’s modal theory and philosophy as his primary 
achievement—a valuation shared by Russell himself—while at the same time inviting more in-
                                                      
11 Ingrid Monson, “Oh Freedom: George Russell, John Coltrane and Modal Jazz,” in In the Course of 
Performance: Studies in the World of Musical Improvisation, eds. Bruno Nettl and Melinda Russell 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998): 149. 
12 Christopher George Bakriges, “African American Musical Avant-Gardism” (PhD diss., York University, 
2001), 260. 
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depth studies of Russell’s musical compositions, acknowledging the lack of research in this area. 
To this end, Monson concludes on the subject of Russell and Coltrane, “The challenge of a 
reinvigorated international discussion of improvisation is to keep the full range of multiplicity: 
neither losing ourselves in musical description for its own sake, nor in ideologies and politics to 
the point of excluding what musicians actually do.”13 When Monson refers to what musicians 
“actually do,” she is referring to their musical improvisations and compositions, their 
performances and recordings, and also in Russell’s case, their treatises. My aim in analyzing 
Russell’s Jazz Workshop music is to keep both sides of the balanced perspective Monson describes 
in mind. 
 Finally, Theodore J. Goddard has written the only study that discusses Russell’s music with 
the primary intention of explaining the musical material and the method of composition.14 In his 
thesis, Goddard examines how the LCC can potentially analyze Russell’s two best known 
compositions, “Ezz-thetic” (1948) and “All about Rosie” (1957). Composed before and after the 
1956 Jazz Workshop period with which the present study is concerned, these two pieces represent 
two phases of Russell’s own development on alternate ends of the Jazz Workshop music; the 
Lennie Tristano–influenced bebop melodic line of “Ezz-thetic” predates the published LCC and 
the developments of Russell’s more complex Jazz Workshop pieces, and the multi-movement “All 
about Rosie” is the synthesis of methods clearly present in the miniatures of the Jazz Workshop 
compositions.15  
 While Goddard’s thesis speculates about Russell’s compositional process and at times 
explains it in terminology of the LCC, it also invites a deeper study of more of Russell’s music, 
                                                      
13 Monson, “Oh Freedom,” 164. 
14 Theodore James Goddard, “George Russell’s Lydian Chromatic Concept and Its Application in 
Selected Examples of His Music” (master’s thesis, Arizona State University, 2002). 
15 Published in 1984 by Gunther Schuller’s Margun, Inc. (now Schirmer), Russell’s only published score. 
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including that of the Jazz Workshop period. Goddard highlights several key elements in the music 
that shall be extended in this work, namely Russell’s frequent use of a richly chromatic blues 
melodic line, and his use of bitonality and pantonality. 
 To date, studies of George Russell have not produced a comprehensive musical and 
biographical portrait in book form. His life story and musical evolution has been best presented in 
the essays and chapters written by Max Harrison in The Wire and Eric Nisenson in The Making 
of Kind of Blue.16 Nisenson, who has published several recent works about the state of jazz and jazz 
musicians at the end of the millennium, had also intended to write a book on Russell, but passed 
away in 2003 without having finished the project.17 Writer Duncan Heining has been working on 
a biography of Russell as composer that will evidently be published by the Scarecrow Press, 
according to its website.18 
 Given the past influence of the LCC and the recent academic interest in Russell’s wider 
significance to music, there is tremendous practical value to both jazz musicians and researchers 
in developing a concrete understanding of Russell’s music from the Jazz Workshop period. The 
music is a model of creative, small-group jazz writing, with strong elements of modally conceived 
melody and harmony, and imaginative form and orchestration. An understanding of this music 
may also be helpful to the advanced jazz improviser who is looking for fresh melodic and 
harmonic resources, for Russell’s sophisticated linear language can be applied to contemporary 
forms of improvisation. 
                                                      
16 Max Harrison, “Rational Anthems: George Russell (Three Phases),” The Wire 3–5 (March, July, 
October 1983). 
Eric Nisenson, The Making of Kind of Blue: Miles Davis and His Masterpiece (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 2000). 
17 Nisenson stated this in his program notes to Russell’s 80th Birthday concert. 
18 Heining’s forthcoming book is to be called, “George Russell: The Story of an American Composer.” 
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 The period of the late fifties—the context of Russell’s album The Jazz Workshop—is rich 
with the developments of the modal jazz revolution, of which Russell is a clear participant. Past 
studies of Bill Evans, Miles Davis, and John Coltrane have often included Russell in the discussion 
of influences in this period, chiefly citing the theory alone as his main contribution.19 However, 
Evans, Davis, and Coltrane are not known to have extensively studied the written theory in 
detail; instead they learned about Russell’s modal approach from direct contact with his music, by 
practicing it, recording it in the studio, and performing it in concert halls, jazz clubs, and on 
television. Greater understanding of Russell’s modal thinking in his compositions from this 
period would strengthen the existing argument that Russell was a key influence in the 
development of modal jazz. 
 The ultimate purpose of this paper is to extend the understanding of George Russell’s 
unique compositional voice, by studying both the musical detail and the larger context in which 
the 1956 Jazz Workshop compositions sit. 
                                                      
19 Those mentioned earlier (Nisenson, Kahn, Schuller, Monson); and Peter Pettinger, Bill Evans: How My 
Heart Sings (New Haven: Yale, 1998). 
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CHAPTER 2: GEORGE RUSSELL’S LIFE AND WORK 
 
Figure 2.1. Timeline of life and early career, 1923–1960 
 
1923–1938 Born June 23, 1923, Cincinnati, Ohio. 
  Heard church music, riverboat band of Fate Marable on Ohio River; 
  neighbor was Jimmy Mundy (arr. for Goodman); drums in Boy Scouts   
  Drum and Bugle Corps; played professionally in clubs at age fifteen. 
1939–1942 Enrolled as scholarship student at Wilberforce University (oldest private   
  historically black university in U.S.); played drums in Wilberforce    
  Collegians, whose alumni include William Grant Still and Ben Webster. 
  Contracted tuberculosis at nineteen, learned arranging from another patient. 
1943  Joined Benny Carter orchestra as drummer, was eventually replaced by   
  Max Roach; contributed “New World” to Carter’s band in Chicago.   
  In Chicago, wrote floor shows and was musical director for Earl Hines.   
1945–1947 Moved to NYC, inspired by hearing Monk’s “‘Round Midnight”; TB prevented  
his working with Charlie Parker; became friends with Miles Davis; sold “New 
World” to Dizzy Gillespie; a fifteen or sixteen-month stay (1946–1947) in 
hospital for TB, during which time he studied the piano and developed basis for 
LCC. 
1947–1949 Stayed in Max Roach’s apartment in Brooklyn nine months; studied and  
  composed; visitors included Parker, John Lewis, Gillespie, Davis. 
  Active as big band composer/arranger, working with Gillespie, Charlie Ventura,  
  Buddy DeFranco, Ella Fitzgerald, and Artie Shaw. 
1950   Ceased to arrange commercially and worked on LCC; studied with Stefan Wolpe. 
1951  Lee Konitz records “Ezz-thetic” and “Odjenar” with sextet including   
  Miles Davis and Max Roach; string arrangement of “Ezz-thetic” made for   
  Parker, unrecorded. 
1953  Completed first edition of LCC, a mimeograph that was not distributed. 
1955  Teddy Charles Tentet commissions and records “Lydian M-1” among works by  
  Gil Evans, Jimmy Giuffre, others. 
1956   Hal McKusick commissions two Russell pieces for an RCA Victor    
  session, results in RCA Victor contract for Russell, leading to Jazz    
  Workshop LP featuring Evans, Farmer, McKusick, Galbraith, and others. 
1957  “All about Rosie” commissioned by Brandeis Jazz Festival and    
  recorded for Columbia records, among other modern jazz and classical works. 
1958  Jazz orchestra album New York, New York, taught at Lennox School of Jazz. 
1959  Published second edition of LCC, this time distributed, advertised, and taught. 
1960  Jazz orchestra album Jazz in the Space Age, featuring Bill Evans and Paul Bley; 
  formed working sextet, featuring younger players including Al Kiger,   
  David Young, and David Baker from Indiana University; performed at MOMA,  
  Five Spot, Lincoln Center, Birdland, and toured Midwest; sextet evolved to  
  include Steve Swallow, Don Ellis, Eric Dolphy, Sheila Jordan, Thad Jones, others. 
 
 
14 
 George Russell was born on June 23, 1923, in Cincinnati, Ohio. He never met his 
biological parents, but learned in his teens that his mother had been an Oberlin College student, 
from a black upper class Kentucky family, and that his father was a white Oberlin professor. As his 
mother’s family was not supportive of the union, or their daughter raising the baby while in 
school, the couple did not marry and terminated their parental rights. 
 Russell was raised in Cincinnati by his black adoptive parents, Bessie and Joseph Russell. 
Bessie was a strong and positive maternal influence in many ways. Social, outgoing, religious, 
and generous, she once provided a temporary home to one of young Russell’s schoolmates. Bessie 
Russell was one of the first black nurses to work for a white doctor in the socially progressive area. 
She attended church regularly and eventually became involved in what Russell recalls as the 
mysticism of a religious sect led by the flamboyant Bishop Mary Mack. 
[Mack] owned churches all over the United States—I’m not kidding—and in Hawaii. 
She was touring her churches at the same time we visited the World’s Fair [Chicago, 
1933]. I had to go to services with my mother [and Mack] in her own church—she had 
her own network of churches. What happened in those churches was that she healed 
people. The music was incredible. It was the music that affected me.... It was more 
primitive than gospel. It was gospel-based, but it was something. The rhythms were 
fierce, and people would get the tongue...and faint, and have to have water thrown on 
them.... I had some experiences with the church that didn’t encourage, rather 
discouraged, me from becoming a devout believer [in traditional church]. The whole 
attraction of me being a loner was being revealed.1  
 
 Joseph Russell worked as a chef on the B&O Railroad, and was often away. When home, 
Russell recounted how his father would entertain himself by singing and playing piano, although 
he had no formal musical training. Russell said his father played a kind of stride piano while he 
sang, letting his fingers fall where they may, his right hand hitting very few notes in common 
with his voice. Of this musical influence, Russell said, “the seed of being progressive was planted 
                                                      
1 Oral History of American Music, Yale University, Vivian Perlis, interviewer. December 8, 1993. The 
most detailed account by Russell on his early life is contained in this extensive interview. 
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within.”2 These scenes from his boyhood home would later remind Russell of tales of Charles Ives 
listening to his father play the piano bitonally (in two keys at once). 
 Cincinnati was an artistically and socially cultured place at this time, considered a 
Midwestern musical center. Russell remembers audiences as being educated and critical about 
music and other forms of art. Cincinnati’s German immigrant population contributed to a hearty 
local appetite for classical, church, and popular music. The city was also home to a large middle-
class African American population that was also very musical in its churches, popular music 
venues, and eventually in the downtown jazz scene centered in the historic West End. 
Cincinnati, Cleveland, and Columbus were considered “rising black metropolises” during this 
period of the Great Migration, and each had a black population of over thirty thousand by 1930.3 
Russell grew up in, and experienced life as a member of, this large black population. As a child, he 
heard bands playing light classical, dance, and blues music on the famous riverboats that came up 
the Ohio River from the Mississippi and went all the way to Pittsburgh. 
 Russell’s first music teacher was a German organist—Russell recalls him being strict—with 
whom he took piano and then drum lessons. Russell later developed his skills as a drummer 
through Boy Scouts and Drum and Bugle Corps to the point where, in his teenage years, he was 
playing jazz in clubs in the area around Sixth and Mound Streets, as well as across the Ohio River 
in Newport, Kentucky. 
 Russell describes these early influences: 
I grew up in a very musical setting. My mother liked to go on boat rides, for example, and 
especially listen to the music. I don’t recall my father coming along on trips like that very 
often. And at times, my father being home only at intervals, and she working as a nurse 
                                                      
2 Oral History of American Music, Yale University. 
3 William Wayne Giffin, African Americans and the Color Line in Ohio, 1915–1930 (Columbus: Ohio 
State University Press, 2005), 90. 
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for a very well established doctor, she boarded me at certain boardinghouses where 
somehow, musicians stayed a lot. So I’d see their instruments and I’d talk to them. This is 
when I was anywhere from eight to eleven years old, maybe younger. I was impressed. 
And when she took me on these boat rides they always had a band. It was always a band 
that came from either St. Louis up the Ohio River to Cincinnati or they had originated in 
New Orleans and come up the Mississippi to St. Louis and then up the Ohio to Cincinnati 
and then on up to Pittsburgh.... That’s a real part of Americana. They were transplanting 
this music wherever they went, and of course by 1923 jazz had really established itself as 
an art form in America, although it wasn’t taken as seriously here as it was in Europe.... I 
was always impressed with the drummers. Drums became my first instrument. 
 
 In his youth, Russell heard music of the African American church as well as jazz on the 
riverboats played by bands including Fate Marable, with whom Louis Armstrong had played. He 
heard the big band jazz of Noble Sissle and experienced the thrill of dance bands at all-hours 
“dawn dances.” Piano giants Art Tatum and Fats Waller were both known to Cincinnati jazz 
audiences in the 1930s, and Russell heard them in person as a young man, even singing with 
Waller at the age of seven. His neighbors included the arranger Jimmy Mundy, who wrote for 
Benny Goodman at the time. Once, when six members of the Duke Ellington Orchestra needed 
a place to stay after a performance in nearby Dayton, Russell and his mother obliged them at 
their home. By his teenage years, Russell was aware of a whole world of music, and increasingly, 
the exciting new music of jazz. 
 In 1938–1939 Russell began to attend Wilberforce University, twenty miles east of 
Dayton, on scholarship.4 Founded in 1856, Wilberforce is the oldest historically African American 
university in the United States, and was a stop on the Ohio Underground Railroad. Musical 
tradition was strong at Wilberforce, whose famous musical alumni include William Grant Still, 
Horace Henderson, Benny Carter, Ernie Wilkins, Coleman Hawkins, and Ben Webster. Russell 
played drums in the university’s jazz band, the Wilberforce Collegians, a steppingstone in the 
                                                      
4 Archivists at Wilberforce University have found no record of Russell’s exact attendance, although he is 
acknowledged as an alumnus. 
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careers of many jazz musicians and composers. The Collegians played the dance band music of 
the swing era, including many new arrangements written specifically for the group by student 
composers. 
After three years at Wilberforce, Russell continued to work professionally as a drummer in 
Cincinnati clubs such as the Bar. He also worked in an elevator in a department store, while 
waiting to be drafted in to the Marines in 1941. Eventually, Russell and other musician friends 
from Wilberforce were tapped by the Marine Corps to serve in military bands, and were called to 
Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton. It was there, after working long hours in many 
places, and under strenuous conditions, that Russell failed his military physical examination and 
was diagnosed with tuberculosis. 
Uncertain of his fate, he stayed in a branch hospital in Cincinnati for six months. There 
he befriended a fellow patient named Harold Gaston, who taught him the rudiments of 
arranging, which Russell began to be interested in. Both Russell and Gaston were eventually 
discharged from the hospital without being fully cured. 
Returning to work as a drummer, Russell joined saxophonist, composer, and bandleader 
Benny Carter, whom he had met earlier when Carter came through Cincinnati.5 Carter’s swing 
big band included trombonist J.J. Johnson and other young players who would become leaders of 
the next generation, and part of Russell’s network in New York City. 
After touring with Carter for only six months, with engagements at Harlem’s Apollo 
Theatre, in Chicago ballrooms, and at the Howard Theatre in Washington, the tuberculosis-
weakened Russell was replaced by new star drummer Max Roach in 1943. Prior to leaving, Russell 
contributed an original piece to Carter’s band, “New World,” making one of his first significant 
                                                      
5 Russell recalls Gaston was later offered a job by Duke Ellington, but was not able to accept for health 
reasons. 
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composition commissions.6 Leaving Carter, and feeling some disenchantment with his own 
drumming, Russell worked in Chicago as musical director for pianist Earl Hines. For Hines, 
Russell wrote floorshows and worked at such clubs as El Grotto and Rhumboogie.7 
 Excited by the developments in the modern jazz of Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie Parker, and 
Thelonious Monk, Russell moved to New York City in 1945. There he became acquainted with 
another recent arrival from the Midwest, the young Miles Davis. Davis was attending Juilliard by 
day and following Parker and Gillespie by night.8 Russell’s love and respect for Davis’s music and 
ideals would become a lifelong passion. Weakened from his illness, Russell was prevented from 
accepting work with Parker and others, but he was able to sell “New World” to Gillespie—Russell 
also sold “New World” to several other bands including Cab Calloway’s, although no recordings 
or scores of this work are known to exist. 
 After a near-fatal collapse, Russell was taken to the infamous Bellevue Hospital, where he 
was near enough to death that a priest was brought in to give him his last rites. After three weeks 
there, a fifteen-month stay at the dilapidated St. Joseph’s Hospital from 1946 to 1947 led Russell 
to investigate further harmonic possibilities at the piano, and to search for a scale that “was closer 
to the sound of the chord than any other.”9 The basis for the LCC was formed at an old piano in 
the lounge where the patients in the sanatorium would congregate to relax, socialize, and smoke. 
Eventually, Russell had to ask one of the Sisters if she knew of another piano he could use, 
because he was beginning to bother the other patients with his incessant C major chord. He was 
                                                      
6 No manuscript or recordings of the composition “New World” have survived. 
7 Whether there was any possible connection between Russell and Lennie Tristano, who was in Chicago 
at this time, before moving to NYC in 1946 is unclear. 
8 Russell states allegorically that he moved to NYC inspired by hearing Monk’s bebop ballad “‘Round 
Midnight,” recorded by Cootie Williams in 1944 and Gillespie in 1946. 
9 Saint Joseph’s Hospital for Tuberculosis Patients (or Consumptives) was founded by the Sisters of the 
Poor of St. Francis in 1882, and located at East 143 St. and Brook Avenue, Bronx, NY. 
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able to continue his investigation at another piano in the library. Dizzy Gillespie, Miles Davis, 
Max Roach, and J.J. Johnson visited Russell during his time at St. Joseph’s. Even earlier, Davis, 
who already knew something of Russell’s theoretical ambitions, had spoken with him about 
wanting to “learn all the changes,” and Davis’s eagerness to find a deeper way to understand 
chords and scales remained a strong inspiration behind the development of the LCC. 
 Upon his release from St. Joseph’s, Russell stayed with Max Roach and his wife (one source 
says it was Roach’s mother) for nine months in Brooklyn, and during this time of recuperation he 
composed and developed his harmonic theories further. Parker, Gillespie, Davis, and John Lewis 
were frequent visitors at the Roach apartment at this time (1947–1948). 
 The result of this intuitive investigation into music theory led to Russell’s return to 
activity as a composer and arranger. From 1947 to 1949 he composed a series of notable pieces in 
the history of big band composition. For Gillespie’s exciting bebop and Latin-influenced big 
band, he collaborated with Gillespie and Chano Pozo on the legendary “Cubana-Be” and 
“Cubana-Bop,” which fused Afro-Cuban rhythms, twentieth-century European modernism, and 
big band jazz. This landmark pair, and an earlier arrangement of Parker’s “Relaxin’ at the 
Camarillo” that used polymodality and rhythm in a similar fashion, were premiered in a 
December 1947 Carnegie Hall concert that also featured Parker and Ella Fitzgerald. 
 In 1949 came the even more strikingly original “A Bird in Igor’s Yard,” recorded by the 
Buddy DeFranco Orchestra. This piece stands as Russell’s greatest early work, fusing elements of 
Parker and Igor Stravinsky with Russell’s bold and brassy approach to big band music.10 He also 
contributed arrangements to the Artie Shaw Orchestra (“Similau” recorded December 1949) and 
the Charlie Ventura Orchestra (arr. of “Caravan” feat. Al Cohn, recorded December 1949).  
                                                      
10 A set of parts for “A Bird in Igor’s Yard” is housed in the Smithsonian’s Duke Ellington archive. 
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 Russell also composed the Tristano-like bebop theme “Ezz-thetic” during this time, 
commissioned by Lee Konitz—who was then lead alto saxophone with the Claude Thornhill 
Orchestra, but was moving toward a small-group bebop orientation—and dedicated to the great 
Cincinnati boxer Ezzard Charles.11 An arrangement of “Ezz-thetic” was also made for Parker to 
play with the then ongoing Charlie Parker with Strings project, which began in November of 
1949 with recordings and performances at Birdland. However, either producer Norman Granz or 
Parker’s manager Teddy Reig discouraged Parker from recording Russell’s arrangement, or any 
other bebop pieces, preferring the arrangements of popular standards. Also in 1949, Russell 
received encouragement in his theoretical work from another life long colleague and friend, John 
Lewis, pianist and co-founder of the Modern Jazz Quartet. 
 Russell turned his attention away from more commercial big band arranging and began 
to work exclusively on his theory, taking a job at Macy’s to support himself. On the advice of Gil 
Evans, Russell took composition lessons privately with German expatriate composer Stefan 
Wolpe (1949–1950), himself a product of the Bauhaus and later a student of the eminent Anton 
Webern in Austria. After emigrating to America, Wolpe was discovered by jazz composers, and 
taught Eddie Sauter (beginning in 1945), Bill Finegan, and Johnny Carisi. 
 Wolpe’s musical style, which was to have some influence on Russell, was eclectic and went 
beyond the European schools of atonality, integral serialism, and neo-classicism to embrace 
nonwestern influences such as Hebrew and Arabic modes and modal diatonicism. In his teaching 
Wolpe emphasized intuition, creativity, and free choice without adherence to one school of 
thought.12 Wolpe’s ability to borrow a range of sophisticated influences without becoming a slave 
                                                      
11 Konitz did not record “Ezz-thetic” until two years later, in 1951. 
12 For a 1963 interview with Wolpe about what he taught his American jazz composition students, as well 
as other students such as Morton Feldman and Ralph Shapey, see: 
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to any system, coupled with his emphasis on creativity, shares much in common with Russell’s 
developing identity as a self-made, intuitive theorist, who is not a member of any one school, and 
who approaches composition as his own personal odyssey.  
 In 1951, Konitz recorded “Ezz-thetic” and “Odjenar” with a sextet for Bob Weinstock’s 
New Jazz label (soon to be renamed Prestige). The second piece was a Russell original, named for 
his first wife, artist Juanita Odjenar, later Juanita Odjenar Giuffre after she married Jimmy 
Giuffre. Konitz’s sextet featured bebop stars Miles Davis and Max Roach, with three players of the 
so-called Lennie Tristano school: Billy Bauer, Sal Mosca, and Arnold Fishkin. These sextet sides 
feature the same instrumentation—alto saxophone, trumpet, guitar, piano, bass, drums—as the 
later Jazz Workshop recordings from 1956. This indicates that Russell was working with this 
sextet combination as early as five years before his debut album was recorded featuring that same 
instrumentation.  
 Russell completed and copyrighted the first edition of his LCC in 1953, publishing it as a 
simple mimeograph in notebook binding. He made only a few copies and did not attempt to 
distribute the work widely. No library has a copy of this mimeographed first edition, nor did 
Russell himself in later years. His second wife, Alice Russell, has said that Dave Guard, founder of 
the Kingston Trio, helped Russell with the cost of self-publishing the second edition in 1959, and 
that Guard owned a copy of the 1953 version at the time of his death in 1991. 
 With the LCC in place, Russell turned to writing again, this time for smaller combinations 
of musicians schooled in bebop and modern jazz. While working at a Greenwich Village drug 
counter in 1955 and living in the Bowery, he received commissions from Teddy Charles and Hal 
McKusick. Charles’s Tentet recorded “Lydian M-1” in January 1956 for Atlantic Records, and 
                                                                                                                                                                              
 Austin E. Clarkson, “Stefan Wolpe in Conversation with Eric Salzman,” Musical Quarterly 83 no. 3 
(Autumn 1999): 378–412. 
 
 
22 
McKusick’s quartet recorded “The Day John Brown Was Hanged” and “Lydian Lullaby” in March 
1956 for RCA Victor. A third composition, “Miss Clara,” was recorded under McKusick’s 
leadership by an expanded octet. 
 With the success of McKusick’s first session, Jack Lewis, producer and A&R man for 
RCA/Victor, signed Russell to a contract for production of a Jazz Workshop series LP under his 
own name. Lewis gave Russell a sizeable advance that allowed him to move to a better apartment 
and continue composing. For this new project, McKusick’s existing quartet, with guitarist Barry 
Galbraith, bassist Milt Hinton, and drummer Osie Johnson, was augmented by Art Farmer and 
Bill Evans, both still new to jazz listeners at this point.13 The resulting sessions produced the 
twelve titles that are the focal point of this thesis. 
 Russell worked during 1956 arranging for singer Lucy Reed, a Chicagoan with whom he 
was acquainted. It was Reed who introduced Russell to Bill Evans. Russell also arranged other 
pieces for McKusick’s quartet, as well as the Hal McKusick/Art Farmer Quintet, during this time.14 
From this point, his compositional activities in the sextet model continued in full force for over a 
decade.  
 Following the successful completion of the album The Jazz Workshop, which took a full 
year to make in three sessions, Russell was commissioned to write a multi-movement work for the 
fourth Brandeis Festival of the Arts in 1957. The new work, “All about Rosie,” appeared on a 
program that included works by the jazz-oriented Jimmy Giuffre and Charles Mingus, as well as 
the classically oriented Milton Babbitt, Gunther Schuller, and Harold Shapero. A recording of 
                                                      
13 Kenny Dorham was originally considered for the trumpet role before Art Farmer. 
14 Complete discographical information for Russell in1956 is included in Appendix B. 
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“All about Rosie,”15 along with works from 1956 by John Lewis and J.J. Johnson that featured 
Miles Davis, was later released on Columbia Records in 1996, and hailed as The Birth of the Third 
Stream. 
 By now, Russell was firmly established among the cognoscenti as a sophisticated and 
contemporary jazz writer with a unique voice. In the fertile period that stemmed from The Jazz 
Workshop, he was signed to Decca Records and wrote music for his 1958 album New York, New 
York. The new album featured an all-star orchestra including John Hendricks, John Coltrane, 
Benny Golson, Art Farmer, Doc Severinsen, Bill Evans, Milt Hinton, Bob Brookmeyer, and 
others. The new compositions do not extend Russell’s style beyond that of The Jazz Workshop or 
“All about Rosie,” and in some cases borrow material directly. This period also saw the publication 
of the second edition of the LCC (1959), which was more widely available than the 1953 edition. 
 Russell’s second orchestra album for Decca was Jazz in the Space Age (1960). This album 
represents a shift of direction, incorporating freer, out of time improvisation by pianists Bill 
Evans and Paul Bley between written movements. Freer improvisation would gradually become 
more prominent in Russell’s music. 
 Russell then returned to the small-combo format and led his first working band, the 
George Russell Sextet, for many years. The first group began in the summer of 1960 and was 
heard on George Russell Sextet at the Five Spot (Decca 9220, Sept 20, 1960), Stratusphunk (RLP 
341, Oct 18, 1960), and other albums with evolving personnel. The group was initially made up 
of players from Indiana University, who Russell had taught at the newly formed Lenox School of 
                                                      
15 A recording of “All about Rosie” was released on Modern Jazz Concert: Brandeis Jazz Festival 
(Columbia WL 127, 1958). Part 1 of “All about Rosie” was recorded at the festival June 10, and parts 2 and 
3 were recorded in NYC on June 20, 1957. 
 
 
24 
Jazz in the summer of 1958 and 1959, including Russell devotee David Baker.16 Baker and his 
peers were very interested in performing Russell’s music, and before touring New York and the 
Midwest, this band had long rehearsals everyday for a month. 
 This group effectively launched Russell’s sextet, which would remain active for twenty 
years. Later, the sextet would form a smaller nucleus within an orchestra composition, or the 
electronic tape piece “Electric Sonata for Souls Loved by Nature” (1968–1969/1980). The roots of 
this performing sextet lie in the compositions and outstanding performances on The Jazz 
Workshop, which Hal McKusick stated was never a working band at the time.17 
 Leading the sextet became Russell’s main musical focus in the early sixties. With changing 
personnel, it produced more than seven albums, featuring players including: trumpeters Alan 
Kiger, Don Ellis, Thad Jones, and Don Cherry; saxophonists Dave Young, Eric Dolphy, Paul 
Plummer, and Joe Farrell; trombonists David Baker and Garnett Brown; bassists Chuck Israel and 
Steve Swallow; drummers Joe Hunt and Albert “Tootie” Heath; and vocalist Sheila Jordan. 
 As the sextet progressed during 1961, there was a gradual freeing up of the improvisations 
conservative style of the Jazz Workshop period, which reflected trends heard in the current styles 
of players like Ornette Coleman, Mingus, and Coltrane. The addition of Eric Dolphy on the 
“Ezz-thetic” album reflects this change in attitude, with his rendition of “’Round Midnight” 
standing out as a solo performance. Russell played piano in a chordal style that was supportive of 
the soloists in the group, and of the written compositions. Lacking the virtuoso technique of Bill 
                                                      
16 Faculty, guest lecturers, and concert appearances at the three week program held in the summers of 
1957–1960 included: Gunther Schuller, John Lewis, Percy Heath, the Modern Jazz Quartet, Dizzy 
Gillespie, Max Roach, Oscar Peterson trio, Kenny Dorham, Bill Evans, Bill Russo, Marshall Stearns, John 
Garvey, Lennie Tristano, Jimmy Giuffre, Lee Konitz, Bob Brookmeyer, and J.J. Johnson’s band featuring 
Freddie Hubbard. As one of the earliest organized jazz education programs in which students were taught 
the art of jazz by the major artists of the day, the history of the Lennox School of Jazz deserves more study. 
17 Author interview, 2008. 
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Evans, and not wanting to be evaluated strictly as a pianist, Russell once observed: “I don’t play 
the piano; I play the Lydian Concept.” His supportive role occasionally led him to play 
percussion, in a style which also provided a very open, free feeling. Russell’s compositions 
continued to be highly intricate, personal, and creative works, like his setting of Miles Davis’s 
“Nardis,” and his haunting recomposition of “You are My Sunshine” for Sheila Jordan, based on 
their experience performing the piece together in Jordan’s hometown in Pennsylvania coal-
mining country. 
 In 1964 Russell published a third edition of the LCC, adding several new essays and 
developing the “River Trip” explanation of tonality, which compared the different approaches to 
the tonality and chord changes of Coleman Hawkins, Lester Young, John Coltrane, and Ornette 
Coleman. After an appearance at the 1964 Newport Jazz Festival, Russell’s group began a 
European tour in July of 1964.18 Following this tour, Russell moved to Sweden and then Norway, 
where he remained for five years. Russell was dissatisfied with the relative lack of opportunities 
available for his adventurous sextet in America. Europeans were interested in his music, and 
public institutions were willing to fund large-scale projects through grants and fellowships. 
 In Europe, he found a very receptive group of talented musicians who performed his 
compositions and brought their own European perspectives to improvisation. Russell established 
connections in Europe that he would develop for the rest of his life; he would often tour there, 
collaborate with American and European bands, perform at festivals and on television, and 
lecture on his Lydian Concept. Russell settled in Sweden and Norway, where he was able to find 
quality musicians who were interested in new forms of improvisation, and who were inspired by 
both old and new American jazz, but also by European classical and folk traditions. During his 
                                                      
18 European releases from 2007: Things New, RLR 88630, rec. July 1964; and 2008, Live in Bremen and 
Paris, Gambit 69293, rec. September/October 1964. 
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time in Europe, the development of the sextet involved Europeans such as Jan Garbarek and 
Terje Rypdal, and Americans abroad like Don Cherry. 
 Tenor saxophonist Garbarek reflects on his time with Russell’s group: 
 When I think back I realize it had a really, really big impact on me. 
It was a sort of an initiation rite. I was a very young player, only seventeen at the time, 
and being invited to play with George Russell and go on tour with him, and to think this 
well respected, admirable musician accepted me, was like stepping into manhood. 
But at another level it was the first time I encountered music theory. I had no knowledge 
of those concepts. I read his book and he was my teacher and he was always extremely 
careful not to impose his views or tell you how to do things. That, I always thought, was 
his outstanding feature as a teacher. He would catch himself imposing something and he 
would say, “Forget that, erase what I said,” and explain in a more open way, just giving 
you tools. That was all that mattered to him.19 
 
 As composer and leader, Russell encouraged and embraced broad concepts of 
improvisation by his band members, which included free, atonal, and arrhythmic approaches 
within the thoroughly composed context he provided. In the case of Don Cherry’s solos, (Live at 
Beethoven Hall, August 31, 1966), Russell’s music incorporates Cherry’s looser improvisatory 
style into the compositions. With his increased activity as a bandleader, Russell’s compositions 
began to reflect the improvisational nature of the band. Like Duke Ellington, who had a 
symbiotic relationship with his soloists, Russell was guided by the improvisational direction that 
took place through performances in the early 1960s. His music of this time was still deeply 
composed, and he retained a degree of control over the range of improvisers, giving players 
freedom within the bounds of his compositional forms. 
                                                      
19 Fernando Gonzalez, “R.I.P. George Russell,” The International Review of Music, posted July 28, 2009, 
http://irom.wordpress.com/2009/07/28/news-r-i-p-george-russell/ (accessed August 19, 2009). 
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 Apart from the sextet, Russell became active with state-sponsored Radio Sweden and 
televised music programs. In the fall of 1966 in Stockholm, Russell premiered “Now and Then” 
(Sonet, Sweden). This piece explored larger ensemble forms with a seventeen-piece jazz orchestra 
made up entirely of Swedish players. Russell’s music of this period explores dense, large ensemble 
polyphony, with many changes in texture and feel. This exploration of new techniques also 
reflects Russell’s use of free jazz type improvisation in the context of a large orchestra. This music 
is a response to the influence of Ornette Coleman’s music of 1959–1960. 
 During his time abroad, Russell taught the Lydian Concept at Sweden’s Lund University. 
Radio Sweden commissioned the solo guitar piece “Concerto for Self-Accompanied Guitar” 
(1967), recorded by Rune Gustafsson on classical guitars. Another direction in Russell’s writing 
appears in “Othello Ballet Suite.” This piece does not use a free jazz aesthetic, but demonstrates 
Russell’s tighter control over the ensemble while largely avoiding conventional aspects of big 
band arranging in orchestration and formal structure. As Russell explored music for large 
ensembles, his works began to show a search for ways to make large-scale forms workable in a jazz 
context. Russell did not resort to classical models of form, and the titles of his pieces reflect his 
interest in physical and spatial relationships, and the philosophical nature of his music: “Time 
Spiral,” “Vertical Form,” “Now and Then,” “Freein’ Up.” 
 In 1968, Russell recorded solo organ music in a church in Oslo, manipulated the tape, and 
through new electronic music procedures created the finished product that is “Electronic Organ 
Sonata No. 1” (October 1, 1968). The tape was the basis for several incarnations of the piece over 
the next twelve years.20 In performance, the tape was used with the sextet, where they played 
                                                      
20 Rec. 1969, “Electronic Sonata for Souls Loved By Nature Part 1 and 2,” Sextet version with Garbarek and 
Rypdal (Flying Dutchman, Soul Note); Rec. 1971, Swedish orchestra version (Sonet); and rec. 1980 Sextet 
version with Lew Soloff, Robert Moore (Soul Note). 
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written and improvised music by Russell with the tape. This combining of the jazz sextet with 
taped music is one of the earliest examples of a jazz and electronic music fusion. 
 Russell’s years in Europe were a time of experimentation with larger forms and new 
media, and of interacting with the young generation of European improvisers who were 
sympathetic to Russell’s modern sensibilities and respected his accomplishments in the jazz idiom 
and as a theorist. Russell established connections in Europe that he would develop for the rest of 
his life. 
 While staying in Oslo in the spring of 1969, Russell was hired via telegram by Gunther 
Schuller to teach at the newly formed jazz (Afro-American Music) department at Boston’s New 
England Conservatory of Music. After negotiating via telegram and letter, Russell returned to the 
U.S. for the fall semester of 1969. At NEC he taught the Lydian Concept and performed other 
duties for an annual salary of nine thousand dollars. 
 Russell continued projects in Sweden alongside his teaching. In March of 1970 he 
returned there for a sextet concert (Soul Note 1029) with Jan Garbarek, Stanton Davis (Russell’s 
student at NEC), and Terje Rypdal. The Swedish Radio Jazz Orchestra performed the 1971 
“Electronic Sonata for Souls Loved By Nature, No. 1, 2, 3.” A large work with chorus, “Listen to 
the Silence,” was recorded in Norway on June 16, 1971. These pieces developed Russell’s large 
ensemble language to the point where the sextet was no longer his main focus. Russell did not 
abandon swing and jazz forms, but the addition of a chorus gave him the option of an even more 
expansive orchestral sound. 
  An important commission and collaboration came in May 1972, when Russell was hired 
by Bill Evans and Columbia Records to write music for Evans’s second album for that label. The 
album features Evans on acoustic and electric piano, but the orchestra and composition are 
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heavily featured. These are not lush, orchestral backing for jazz standards—Evans knew Russell 
had changed and expected something current. The resulting Living Time feature session players 
and jazz stars of many styles: Snooky Young, Ernie Royal, Jimmy Giuffre, Sam Rivers, Joe 
Henderson, Ron Carter, Marty Morell, Tony Williams, and others. This collaboration was 
important because it showed enormous growth and development over the course of the fifteen 
years that had passed since The Jazz Workshop, and because it marked Russell’s return to America, 
and to working with Evans. 
 At this point, it was no longer Russell’s style to write anything as tight and concise as the 
miniatures recorded on The Jazz Workshop. His style had evolved to reflect his own new 
interests, and the changing times of both European and jazz/rock influences. The pieces are long, 
with complex forms and intersections of massive amounts of percussion and sound. Also, more 
contemporary rhythmic feels are included, like rock with a back-beat, little or no use of swing, 
and more out-of-tempo, free playing. Russell also coined the term “vertical form” during this 
time. He defines it in the liner notes to the Swedish Broadcasting Company-commissioned piece 
of March 10, 1977, “Vertical Form VI.” In vertical form, smaller groups within the ensemble 
operate at their own tempo, with group leaders conducting separate events from the main tempo. 
 Russell’s return to America was noticed by many critics and cultural institutions, and he 
began to receive awards and grants, including John S. Guggenheim Foundation fellowships in 
1969, 1972, 1980 and NEA fellowships in 1969, 1976, 1979, 1980, 1981, and 1985. These awards 
allowed him to continue touring and recording with the large ensembles, and to work on a new, 
expanded fourth edition of the LCC. 
  In the late 1970s, Russell established the New York Big Band. The group later evolved 
into the Living Time Orchestra, which would be Russell’s preferred professional ensemble for the 
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remainder of his career. The New York Big Band recorded Event V of “Living Time” and parts of 
“Listen to the Silence” in 1978 (Soul Note 1039) and featured many outstanding players of New 
York’s creative and studio scenes. A residency at the Village Vanguard followed, and in 1980 a 
version of “Electronic Sonata for Souls Loved by Nature” (Soul Note 1009) was recorded in 
Milan by the sextet-plus-tape. “Time Spiral” followed, commissioned by Swedish Radio Jazz 
Orchestra and Swedish Radio and performed in 1981 (recorded in 1982). The band featured Tom 
Harrell, Brian Lynch, Marty Ehrlich, Victor Lewis, and Ron McClure, among other top players. 
 The Living Time Orchestra was assembled to play the large work “African Game,” which 
was commissioned jointly by the Swedish Broadcasting Company and the Massachusetts Council 
on the Arts and Humanities. It was premiered in both Stockholm and Boston in 1983, and 
Massachusetts governor Michael Dukakis proclaimed March 22 “George Russell Day.” The June 
18, 1983, recording of “African Game” was released by Blue Note records, and “African Game” 
was nominated for a Grammy for arrangement and big band performance in 1985. 
 Russell received Massachusetts State Council on the Arts fellowships in 1985 and 1987, 
which allowed him to continue working on commissions and developing the Concept. “Six 
Aesthetic Gravities” was commissioned by Boston Musica Viva through the New Works Program 
of the Massachusetts Arts Council and premiered in 1988 in Boston. 
 Russell received the prestigious John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation 
fellowship in 1989. The Living Time Orchestra made a tour that included a stay at Ronnie Scott’s 
club in London in August. This music was released on Label Bleu, and the Living Time Orchestra 
continued with albums and tours through 1995, It’s about Time included a re-recording of 
“Living Time.” These performances took on a retrospective approach at times, and drew on music 
from throughout Russell’s career. Russell’s major fellowship support finally produced the definitive 
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fourth edition of the LCC in 2001, with the subtitle The Art and Science of Tonal Gravity. The 
updated edition includes many new analyses and chapters written by Russell and those who 
assisted him in the project. 
 Russell was elected a Foreign Member of the Royal Swedish Academy of Music, named an 
NEA Jazz Master, and reached distinguished emeritus faculty status at the New England 
Conservatory, retiring completely from teaching in 2004 at age eighty-one. He and his wife, 
Alice Norbury Russell, were longtime residents of the Jamaica Plain neighborhood of Boston. 
After suffering from Alzheimer’s disease in his later years, Russell passed away July 27, 2009. 
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CHAPTER 3: THE LYDIAN CHROMATIC CONCEPT AND RUSSELL’S INFLUENCE 
 
 George Russell’s Lydian Chromatic Concept proposes a way of understanding how 
tonality—the orientation of a piece of music around a particular tone—is conveyed through 
vertical and horizontal elements of pitch in the twelve-tone system of equal temperament. Russell 
extends the common view that a chord conveys tonality vertically, while a scale conveys tonality 
horizontally. Russell asserts that every chord is understood to have a scale which best conveys that 
chord’s tonality. In the Concept’s system of vertical polymodality, a spectrum of alternate scales 
for each chord is explored which gradually moves toward total chromaticism—the inclusion of all 
twelve pitches. In the system of horizontal polymodality, the same spectrum is available, but in 
the context of a tonic defined by a local or regional key area (tonic station), rather than by the 
passing of individual chords. Through tests, illustrations, and transcriptions, Russell’s major 
treatise, the Lydian Chromatic Concept of Tonal Organization, explores many potential uses of 
the two approaches to tonality for the jazz improviser or composer. 
 In the ten years leading up to the first edition of this work in 1953, Russell first worked as 
a jazz drummer and then big band arranger. Ultimately, as a composer during 1947–1949, Russell 
wrote several strikingly original and challenging pieces for jazz orchestra that combined elements 
of jazz, Afro- Cuban music, and European modernism after Igor Stravinsky. 
 These first major works were extremely challenging for the musicians and listeners, so 
much so the music had trouble finding audiences. Dizzy Gillespie’s orchestra recorded the suite 
“Cubana Be/Cubana Bop” and premiered it in Carnegie Hall as a major work of modern jazz in 
1947. The 1949 “A Bird In Igor’s Yard” (“Bird” being Charlie Parker, “Igor” being Stravinsky) 
was not released until years after Buddy DeFranco’s orchestra recorded it. As the popular era of 
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big band jazz was coming to a close, these orchestras were not able to continue championing 
these large-scale concert works, and without commissions, Russell stopped writing them. 
 Even in this early period, Russell was delving into complex chords and scales, but the 
Concept as we know if today was not formed until Russell stepped back from his composing 
activities in 1950 to dedicate himself to the task of finishing the LCC. 
 The early inspiration for the Concept came from Russell’s observations at the piano. He 
found that the C Lydian scale (C, D, E, F♯, G, A, B) best conveyed the sound of the C major 
triad. The theoretical primacy of the Lydian mode is also rooted in Russell’s observation that it is 
derived from a chain of seven perfect fifths built from a tonic (C, G, D, A, E, B, F♯ = C Lydian). 
Russell’s view is that it has the most natural unity with a tonic and represents a state of resolution. 
 The core theoretical content of the Concept was first copyrighted in 1953 and existed as a 
mimeographed notebook. A strong curiosity about harmony had driven Russell’s pursuit of the 
Concept over the previous five years, and when Russell returned to creative work after 1953, the 
LCC had evolved to the point of being Russell’s primary frame of reference. The music from the 
Jazz Workshop period is a direct outgrowth of Russell’s refinement of the Concept. 
 Impetus for Russell to publish the book for others to use came from encouragement of his 
peers, and from his emerging role as a teacher. By 1959, Russell had created a text geared toward 
the curious student, a text that taught the Concept in a series of eight lessons. The first three 
lessons set down the fundamental chords and scales that are the raw materials of the Concept. The 
next five lessons develop a terminology that defines a range of vertical and horizontal, ingoing 
and outgoing melodic behaviors. Many pages of quizzes, review, practice hints, and a Concept-
derived analysis of a Charlie Parker solo transcription help to teach the student how these 
concepts correlate. The final lesson outlines a process for the student to begin creative 
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composition using the Concept as the basis for writing chord progressions and re-harmonizing 
existing ones.  
In the introduction to the 1959 edition Russell writes: 
In preparing for any business, trade or science, we generally need a great deal of 
preparation and study. In painting, literature and music, we also need to learn the tools of 
our trade. The artist needs paints to express himself, while the jazz musician uses tonal 
resources. 
 
The Lydian Chromatic Concept is an organization of the tonal resources from which the 
jazz musician may draw to create his improvised lines. It is like an artist’s palette: the 
paints and colors, in the form of scales and/or intervallic motives, waiting to be blended 
by the improviser. Like the artist, the jazz musician must learn the techniques of blending 
his materials.... 
 
The student is made aware of the whole chromatic situation surrounding the chord 
(vertical) or a tonal center (horizontal). It is believed that this knowledge will liberate the 
student’s melodic inhibitions and help him to intelligently penetrate and understand the 
entire chromatic universe. 
 
The professional player finds himself having to adapt to many types of music and 
musicians. The Lydian Chromatic Concept provides him with the material to improvise 
according to the situation at hand. The Concept will provide the player with the proper 
resources for any type of music he may encounter. 
  
 The first three lessons of the Concept demonstrate the “conversion of a chord into a 
scale,” or vertical polymodality. In the Concept, a chord (e.g., E♭7, spelled: E♭–G–B♭–D♭) has a 
scale that best fits the sound of that chord (E♭, F, G, A♭, B♭, C, D♭). This scale stems from a 
Lydian parent scale (D♭ Lydian, in this case). The idea of a parent scale affords the grounds for 
making a comparison with any other chord or scale, be it closely or distantly related. The 
following table shows five chords and their respective Lydian parent scales. The Lydian tonic is the 
root of the parent scale. 
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Figure 3.1. Sample chord, with parent scale and Lydian tonic  
   
  Chord:  Parent Scale:  Lydian Tonic: 
 1. CMaj7   C Lydian scale  C   
 2.  Dm7   F Lydian scale  F 
 3. E♭7   D♭ Lydian scale D♭     
 4. Cm7   E♭ Lydian scale E♭  
 5. Gm7(♭5)  D♭ Lydian scale D♭  
 
  
 In the Concept, once the Lydian tonic is established for a given chord, the six scales below 
are used to color the chord, ultimately using the full chromatic spectrum. As Russell states, “These 
six scales represent the primary colors of music. Each scale contributes its own melodic color to 
the sound of the chord.” 
 
Figure 3.2. Six modes built from a Lydian tonic 
  
 1. Lydian    D♭ E♭ F G A♭ B♭ C  (the parent scale) 
 2. Lydian Augmented   D♭ E♭ F G A B♭ C  ♯5   
 3. Lydian Diminished   D♭ E♭ F♭ G A♭ B♭ C ♭3   
 4. Auxiliary Diminished  D♭ E♭ F♭ G♭ G A B♭ C ♭3, ♮4, ♯5  
 (whole-/half-step symmetric)     
 5. Auxiliary Augmented  D♭ E♭ F G A C♭  ♯5, ♭7  
 (whole tone scale) 
 6. Auxiliary Diminished Blues  D♭ D F♭ F G A♭ B♭ C♭ ♭2, ♭3, ♭7 
 (half-/whole-step symmetric) 
 
  
  
 The hierarchy of the three Lydian scales and the three auxiliary scales in the chart above 
show the considerable tonal resources that Russell has amassed into one system. He named this 
vertical polymodality, calling it “tonal gravity conveyed by the chord.” In this system, once the 
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Lydian tonic is established for a given chord, a vast array of melodic possibilities can be drawn 
from the six scales (e.g. the E♭7 chord from above can be colored with any combination of the 
six modes beginning on D♭, or the D♭ chromatic scale itself). 
 In surveying the tonal resources of vertical polymodality in the Concept, each of the 
twelve possible Lydian parent scales generates a system of seven modes, shown below in D♭ 
Lydian. Each mode corresponds to a tertian verticalization of the entire mode, making a chord. 
Russell has extensive charts that spell out the various chord families (e.g., mode VI fits the chord 
B♭m7, B♭m9, B♭m11). As the basis for the Concept, it is essentially Russell’s re-ordering of the 
classical system of diatonic modes built around the major scale, albeit repositioning major as 
mode V. 
 
Figure 3.3. D♭ Lydian parent scale, with numbered system of modes 
    
   D♭ E♭ F G A♭ B♭ C 
   I II III +IV V VI VII 
 
 
  
 Beyond this diatonic system, Russell’s second system of modes was established by raising 
the fifth degree of the Lydian scale. This “Lydian augmented” scale generates a system of modes 
equal to recent, conventional jazz theories “modes of melodic minor,” but with the Lydian 
augmented scale in the tonic position. Russell has also named and spelled out the chord families 
for this group (e.g. A7♯5,♭9 and other altered seventh ♯5 chords are mode +V of D♭ Lydian 
augmented, E♭13♯11 is mode II).  
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Figure 3.4. D♭ Lydian augmented scale, with numbered system of modes 
 
    
   D♭ E♭ F G A B♭ C 
   I II III +IV +V VI VII 
 
  
  
 The third system of modes Russell identifies in the Concept is the Lydian diminished 
system. This mode lowers the third degree of the Lydian scale by one semitone—it has also been 
called “Lydian minor.” This system is shown below, and corresponds to what is now known more 
commonly in jazz theory parlance as “modes of harmonic major.” The E♭7sus4(♭9) chord relates 
to mode II of this system, and is a favorite chord/scale type in the post-1980 jazz orchestra 
compositions of Bob Brookmeyer and Maria Schneider. 
 
Figure 3.5. D♭ Lydian diminished scale, with numbered system of modes 
 
   D♭ E♭ F♭ G A♭ B♭ C 
   I II –III +IV V VI VII 
 
  
 Russell’s materials also include the three scales that do not generate systems of modes, as 
the first three do. These are symmetric scales without a single tonic. Messiaen had termed them 
“Modes of Limited Transposition” in Technique de mon langage musical (1944), and used them 
to compose outside conventional major/minor tonality. In the Concept, they are available as the 
more “outgoing,” dissonant, or colorful modes when built on the Lydian tonic of the prevailing 
chord. The three auxiliary modes are auxiliary diminished, auxiliary augmented, and auxiliary 
diminished blues (all shown above). 
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 In completing the tonal resources, Russell’s Concept introduces three final scales. First, the 
Lydian Chromatic scale, which is simply a chromatic scale built on a Lydian tonic note. It is 
understood as being the composite of the six scales above, and represents all melodic possibilities. 
It follows that there are twelve Lydian Chromatic scales, each with a different Lydian tonic. 
 The two remaining scales are deemed Horizontal scales, and are outside of vertical 
polymodality. They introduce the concept of horizontal polymodality, where the tonic is inferred 
by the scale, rather than by the chord. The two horizontal scales are the major scale and the blues 
scale. Russell rightly considers these scales to be part of the tonal resources of the modern jazz 
improviser, although in the Concept they are not mode-generating in the sense that the Lydian 
scale is—the blues scale and major scale do not produce modes beginning on any pitch other than 
the tonic. 
 Russell’s view is that the major scale represents a European classical conception of melody 
and tonality, and the blues scale represents, partially, an African American musical conception. 
Russell deems them as special entities, outside his ordered spectrum of the Lydian Chromatic scale 
and the six scales. 
 Russell notes that the major scale and the blues scale could be combined into one scale, 
which is evident in The Jazz Workshop of 1956. Russell writes in the introduction to the LCC, 
“There are no rules, no ‘do’s’ or ‘don’ts’.” Russell intended the Concept “[not as] a system, but 
rather a view of philosophy of tonality in which the student, it is hoped, will find his own 
identity.” 
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Figure 3.6. Two horizontal modes of the LCC, and their combination 
 
  
   Major scale: 
    C, D, E, F, G, A, B 
  
   Blues scale (As defined by Russell): 
    C, E♭, E, F, G♭, G, B♭ 
  
   Major and blues scale combined: 
    C, D, E♭, E, F, G♭, G, A, B♭, B 
 
  
  
 Summarizing up to this point, there are nine scales introduced in the first major portion 
of the LCC text of 1959. While the properties of these scales are elaborated upon in the LCC’s 
later chapters, there is not new musical content, or introduction of new terminology. 
 
Figure 3.7. Scale resources of the LCC   
 
 1. Lydian Chromatic scale  
 2. Lydian    (parent scale, mode generating) 
 3. Lydian augmented   (mode generating) 
 4. Lydian diminished   (mode generating) 
 5. Auxiliary diminished  (symmetric) 
 6. Auxiliary augmented  (symmetric) 
 7. Auxiliary diminished blues (symmetric) 
 8. Major scale   (horizontal) 
 9.  Blues scale   (horizontal) 
   
  
 A friend of Russell’s composed jazz line examples based on the chord changes to the first 
eight measures of Jerome Kern’s “All the Things You Are” using the associated modes of Vertical 
Polymodality (except Lydian augmented, for unknown reasons). Beginning with the most 
“ingoing” melodic note choices, these examples in the book illustrate the increasingly “outgoing” 
 
 
40 
note choices possible (drawn from the three Lydian and three auxiliary scales) on Kern’s familiar 
chord progression. 
 
Figure 3.8. J. Kern, “All the Things You Are,” mm. 1–8., with parent scale 
  
   A♭ Lyd D♭ Lyd D♭ Lyd A♭ Lyd  
   Fm7  B♭m7  E♭7  A♭Maj7 
   / / / /  / / / /  / / / /  / / / /  
 
   D♭ Lyd F Lyd  C Lyd  C Lyd 
   D♭Maj7 Dm7  G7 CMaj7  CMaj7 
   / / / /    / /       / /  / / / /  / / / / 
 
 
  
 Having presented all the tonal resources, in Lesson IV Russell begins a description of 
various types of melodic behavior, and discusses the “ingoing” and “outgoing” nature of vertical 
polymodality. This viewpoint establishes the relationship between scale choices as they relate to 
prevailing chords, or what he also calls ‘chords of the moment’. 
 Lesson V is given over to the explanation of various “ingoing” and “outgoing” levels of 
horizontal polymodality. This discussion describes the range of relative consonance and 
dissonance present in the organization of modes, relating to a tonic area that is either local (a few 
measures), regional (a section of approx. 8 mm.), or the overall key of the music in the whole 
piece.  
 In the Concept’s horizontal polymodality, Russell illustrates the idea of tonic stations, 
showing how one scale can fit over several chords, because of a local tonic station. He suggests the 
possibility of playing a chromatically enhanced C blues scale over the following progression, 
because of the tendency of the progression to resolve to C minor: 
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   |––––––––––– C blues scale ––––––––––––––––| 
 
        A♭Maj7  G7         Cm7     F7 
   |     / / / /     |     / / / /     |     / / / /     |     / / / /     | 
 
 
 Russell has incorporated the thinking of some of the most influential jazz musicians of his 
day. Lester Young is Russell’s prime example of a horizontal player who uses one scale 
horizontally over a region of music. Coleman Hawkins is the antithesis to this, for he relates 
vertically to the chord of the moment, and Charlie Parker represents a combination of vertical 
and horizontal. John Coltrane and Ornette Coleman are examples of players that extend to more 
outgoing levels of vertical and horizontal tonal gravity, respectively. 
 The relationship among these players is represented in Russell’s Mississippi “River Trip” 
analogy, published in the 1964 and 2001 edition of the LCC. The analogy compares the chord 
progression in the first eight measures of “All the Things You Are” to the Mississippi River, with 
tonic stations representing major cities. This analogy is noteworthy because it unites the styles of 
diverse players over Russell’s lifetime, and shows how they work in the same context. It is also a 
rich metaphor when considering Russell grew up around this music and the Ohio River and 
riverboat bands. 
 Illustrating horizontal polymodality, Russell proposes the following scheme for navigating 
a 12-bar blues progression in which the chords change twice per measure. Russell indicates various 
modes of C (major, blues, aux. dim.) that could be used to improvise over regions of the 
progressions, rather than with every changing chord. By freeing the improviser or composer from 
having to relate to each passing chord, Russell has allowed for multiple layers of harmonic and 
melodic meaning to co-exist upon the same timeline. 
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Example 3.1. Russell’s blues chord progression and horizontal tonic stations 
 
  
 Russell’s twelve-bar blues chord progression contains chains of secondary dominants, 
chromatic and diatonic passing chords, and tritone substitutions. Above the chord progression are 
the suggested regional modes of C major, blues, and auxiliary diminished. Russell has applied this 
knowledge of layering to composition, and the results have given his music what Bill Evans called 
an improvised quality. The music of the Jazz Workshop period is characterized by the exciting 
results Russell achieved with his vertical and horizontal modal systems. 
 Russell wrote and published further explanations of the Concept in his edition of 1964. He 
included an essay by his friend and fellow theorist George Endrey that elaborated on the 
theoretical basis for founding of the Concept in the Lydian scale. In this 1964 edition of the 
Concept, Russell evidently felt the need to refute some growing misconceptions and re-explain 
some aspects of the Concept. 
 The 2001 edition of the Concept is the definitive version, and offers the current student 
the most in terms of illustrations and terminology. It is subtitled The Art and Science of Tonal 
Gravity, and goes well beyond the earlier books in exploring the possibilities of the Concept. For 
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example, the 2001 edition contains analysis of Bach’s Chromatic Fantasia and Fugue, Ravel’s 
Forlane, Coltrane’s solo on Russell’s “Manhattan,” as well as other historical and biographical 
information about Russell. This edition of the LCC has been available for purchase through 
Russell’s website. 
 Leading players and composers have endorsed Russell’s music and concept throughout his 
career. Many of these artists have worked with Russell directly, while some encountered the LCC 
in its printed editions. The following players and teachers have been influenced by Russell’s 
concept.   
 Ornette Coleman, student at Lenox School of Jazz where Russell taught, and leader of 
influential groups beginning in the late fifties, said that the concept “Surpasses any musical 
knowledge I’ve been exposed to.” Coleman was also known for his evolving theory of 
composition and improvisation called Harmolodics, although Coleman did not articulate his 
theory or write it down in book form, as did Russell. Russell was an outspoken advocate of 
Coleman’s music in the early sixties, when it was controversial, and Russell later dedicated the 
symphonic piece “Conversations with Ornette” to him.  
 Eric Dolphy joined Russell’s Sextet in May of 1961 to record Ezz-thetics, followed by 
work with Max Roach (Percussion Bitter Suite) and John Coltrane (Olé Coltrane). In August and 
September Dolphy took his own quintet to Germany, Sweden, and Denmark, where he sent a 
postcard stamped 23.8.61 (below). Upon his return, Dolphy moved to Coltrane’s quintet in 
November for recordings at the Village Vanguard, and then in Europe. The concept “gives you so 
much more to work with,” Dolphy said. Russell cherished the short and sweet postcard, for 
Dolphy died tragically in 1964. Dolphy’s reference to playing with an “outward bound” feeling 
reflects his intellectual and emotional appreciation for Russell’s LCC term “outgoing.” 
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Figure 3.9. Eric Dolphy postcard to George Russell, August 23, 1961 
 
  
  
 David Baker (trombonist, cellist, composer, and professor) was a student at Lennox 
School of Jazz where Russell taught, and soon after a member of Russell’s orchestra and sextet 
from August 1960 to January 1962. When Baker published pedagogic books beginning in the 
early seventies, he credited Russell for the theoretical background. Baker stated the concept is, 
“The foremost theoretical contribution of our time—destined to become the most influential 
philosophy of the future.” 
 Gil Evans, another arranging individualist whom Russell looked up to, said the LCC was 
“Far ahead of any book in the field.” Evans did not publish pedagogic works or treatises, but he 
arranged Russell’s blues Stratusphunk for his 1960 Impulse album Out of the Cool. 
 Jan Garbarek, saxophonist in Russell’s European groups from the later sixties and 
seventies stated, “George enlightened me about a different way of playing music, an analytic way 
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which enabled me to go on learning about music on my own.” When Russell moved to Europe in 
1965 and began working with large ensembles, his music influenced a generation through the 
players in his sextet and orchestra, including Garbarek, trumpeter and composer Palle 
Mikkelborg, and Norwegian guitarist and composer Terje Rypdal. 
 The contemporary music composer Toru Takemitsu observed in a Swing Journal 
interview, “The Lydian Chromatic Concept is one of the two most splendid books about music; 
the other is My Musical Language, by Messiaen.... I’ve been strongly influenced by the Lydian 
Concept, which is not simply a musical method—we might call it a philosophy of music, we 
might call it poetry.” Comparing Russell’s theory to Messiaen’s 1944 book is revealing, for they 
are both personal approaches to composition from unique composers. They both have been 
inspiring to generations, and theoretically, the two offer many of the same liberating devices, 
such as symmetric scales and chords. 
 Art Farmer, the trumpeter who performed on The Jazz Workshop and the televised 
performances of the music, credited Russell with influencing his harmonic thinking. Farmer cited 
Russell’s concept as an influence in interviews, and in his book on improvisation, The Art of Art 
Farmer (New York: Charles Colin, 1984). Passages in Farmer’s scales studies in this book are 
derived from the Lydian augmented scale, a key feature in both the Concept, and contemporary 
jazz harmony. 
 Further testament to the influence and respect that Russell’s music gained among the New 
York jazz community is the list of signatures that pianist Ran Blake gathered circa 1961–1964, 
petitioning RCA to reissue The Jazz Workshop, which had gone out of print. Over two hundred 
jazz musicians, producers, and writers signed Blake’s petition, and the album was reissued in 1962, 
with the words “reissued by request,” printed under Russell’s name. Bold letters across the top of 
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the cover read: “ ‘...One of the most important albums since...1949–1950...,’ Nat Hentoff in 
Harper’s Magazine.” 
 In 1959, while in college at Bard, Blake had worked as an assistant at Atlantic Records 
under Nesuhi Ertugun, and was invited by Gunther Schuller to attend the Lennox School of Jazz 
as a student. At Lennox, Blake met George Russell as a teacher, and became a life-long friend and 
admirer of his works. Blake has recorded Russell’s “Stratusphunk,” and encouraged students in the 
jazz, third-stream, and contemporary improvisation department at New England Conservatory 
to listen to, recompose, and perform Russell’s music for over forty years. 
 Blake’s seven pages of signatures are included in this paper’s appendix, and many of the 
names on the list are discussed as key participants in Russell’s life during 1956. Signers include 
Juanita Russell, John Lewis, Gunther Schuller, Martin Williams, Thelonious Monk, Jon Ore, 
Charlie Rouse, Booker Little, Eric Dolphy, Max Roach, Abby Lincoln, Stan Getz, Charles Mingus, 
William Russo, Don Ellis, George Wallington, Gil Evans, Bill Evans, Scott LaFaro, Mildred Falls, 
Pannonica de Konigswarter-Rothchild, Tommy Potter, Harry “Sweets” Edison, Mal Waldron, 
Chris Connor, Keter Betts, Freddie Hubbard, Pete LaRoca, Alan Lomax, Chris Albertson, Gary 
McFarland, Orin Keepnews, Mike Abene, Jim Hall, and many others. 
 Russell’s own influence at the New England Conservatory of Music was extensive. For 
thirty-five years he taught courses on the concept, and directed combos and large ensembles in 
the performance of his original music, never repressing his zeal for musical essence and energy. 
Students in the 1970s became members of the New York Big Band or the Living Time Orchestra 
(Stanton Davis, Ricky Ford, Marty Ehrlich, and others). Many others went on to develop 
unforeseen forms in music, or personal creative styles of composition and improvisation inspired 
by Russell’s concept and passion. 
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 Endorsement from critics has never been lacking for Russell, although his music has not 
been widely understood. Leonard Feather evidently felt the need to take an apologetic approach 
to his 1957 Downbeat endorsement. He outlines six reasons why Russell’s album The Jazz 
Workshop received five of five stars. 
In the latest and most exciting of RCA’s Workshop series, arranger George Russell has 
managed to prove several points concerning what is sometimes known as “far-out” jazz 
that may have bothered a number of listening laymen and musicians. First, the music in 
almost every piece swings just the way conventional jazz swings. Second, true 
improvisation abounds and there is the sense of organized looseness that one finds in the 
more tonal jazz combos. Third, the works are neither too long nor overpretentious 
structurally, as has so frequently been the case with experiments of this kind. Fourth, they 
have a challenging sense of form without stiffness or over organization. Fifth, one never 
has to worry about intonation or any aspect of musicianship or performance; clearly the 
quality of the personnel and the quantity of rehearsal met the stern demands of Russell’s 
writing. Sixth, the writing is harmonically venturesome without resorting either to 
complete atonality or to the Schoenberg mathematics of the juggled twelve-tone row. 
 
 The above comments from Downbeat appeared as the liner notes on the 1962 reissue of 
The Jazz Workshop by RCA. Based on Feather’s rebuke of the anonymous layman, it is not 
difficult to imagine the criticism that Russell’s music may have encountered by listeners hoping 
for something more conventional. Regardless, Feather outlines the positive aspects of Russell’s 
music: swing, improvisation, economy, form, a well rehearsed ensemble, and harmonic richness. 
 As Russell’s career developed and continued, his theory and music have garnered praise 
from the most well established critics: 
 The critic Stanley Crouch, not known for giving undue praise, wrote in Soho Weekly 
News, “George Russell is one of the great individuals in the history of African American music, as 
composer, arranger, and theorist.” Gary Giddins, who published volumes of jazz reviews, wrote in 
the Village Voice, “His themes are luminescent, and they fully engage heart, mind and body.” 
Robert Palmer, New York Times critic, wrote, “Many of the advances and trends that have shaped 
jazz since the mid-1940s were first heard in music composed and arranged by George Russell.” 
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Francis Davis called Russell and his music “one of the decisive forces in the development of 
modern jazz” (Philadelphia Enquirer). And in the Boston Globe, Jeff McLaughlin wrote, “Russell’s 
own compositions are bluesy, surrealistic, challenging—and at the same time surprisingly 
accessible.” 
 Jazz writers and scholars have also shown that Russell was influential to Miles Davis and 
later to jazz-rock. Eric Nisenson and others make the case that Russell was a key figure in the 
modal jazz evolution evidenced by Davis’s piece “Milestones” from Milestones (February 4, 1958) 
and the entirety of the album Kind of Blue (1959). Insofar as Russell directly influenced Davis to 
think modally about composition, Nisenson cites a meeting between the two that led Davis to 
compose “Milestones.” Nisenson writes in Round about Midnight: A Portrait of Miles Davis,  
The simple melody was an experiment inspired by an evening Miles had spent 
with...George Russell...Miles was fascinated by Russell’s approach. Here was a means for 
breaking free from tonal clichés while maintaining some amount of restraint. Shortly 
after his evening with Russell, Miles recorded his new composition demonstrating 
Russell’s basic principles. 
 
 Nisenson devotes an entire chapter to Russell in The Making of Kind of Blue: Miles Davis 
and His Masterpiece, and credits Russell, along with Evans and Coltrane, as the key participants 
whose influence lead up to the landmark album. Nisenson sees Russell as a mostly hidden factor, 
whose influence came largely through contact with Davis over the preceding decade, and with 
Evans during 1956. 
 Peter Pettinger’s book Bill Evans: How My Heart Sings also illustrates how Russell’s 
influence on Davis’s album Kind of Blue is felt by virtue of the work of Bill Evans. Evans early 
experience with modal jazz composition and improvisation is heard in his recording, “Aeolian 
Drinking Song,” and his work on The Jazz Workshop. His later works “Peace Piece” and “Blue in 
Green” show the continuation of this interest, as modal jazz moved toward its zenith in the late 
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Fifties. Pettinger’s work also gives insight into the impact that Russell and Evans had on each 
other in their working relationship. 
 Ashley Kahn’s extensively researched Kind of Blue: The Making of the Miles Davis 
Masterpiece (published in the same year as Nisenson’s book on the same subject) arrives at similar 
conclusions by tracing the relationships among Davis, Russell, Evans, and others in the press, and 
through Kahn’s own new interviews. Without exerting an absolutely quantifiable influence, 
Russell’s theory and compositions have always been cited by jazz researchers as a parallel current 
to Davis’s best-selling and most influential concept album, Kind of Blue.   
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PART II: STUDY OF COMPOSITIONS IN THE JAZZ WORKSHOP PERIOD  
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CHAPTER 4: RUSSELL’S MUSIC IN THE CONTEXT OF JAZZ IN 1956 
 
 If Charlie Parker’s death in 1955 signaled the end of the so-called bebop era, then it also 
begged the question: “What will be the next evolution of this music?” Among young progressive 
musicians, the thirty-three-year-old George Russell was one composer looking for new directions. 
Critics looked for a clear-cut answer, but hindsight shows that there was not simply one dominant 
trend that emerged, but a fertile mix of many new and old directions that were explored 
simultaneously. In the diverse New York City jazz scene of 1956, one could hear the past, 
present, and future styles of jazz. 
 The creative impulses of the young generation of musicians, combined with record 
producers’ and jazz media’s desire to label new jazz categories in the mid-fifties, led to many 
loosely defined genres and schools of playing by 1956.1 A partial list would include cool jazz, 
hard-bop, west coast jazz, Latin jazz, modal jazz, free jazz, avant-garde, fugal, and classical-jazz.2  
 While this modern jazz was evolving, older trends reaching back through the years of 
jazz’s evolution were still present in 1956. Despite the many new forms of jazz, at this time there 
was also a continued revival of what became a historical jazz idiom: the traditional early jazz (so-
called Dixieland) of the twenties. Although his style had evolved through the years, Louis 
Armstrong signed on again for extensive recording in these years (Louis Armstrong plays W.C. 
Handy, 1954; Satch plays Fats, 1955; Ella and Louis with Ella Fitzgerald, 1956) and enjoyed a 
                                                      
1 André Hodier, Jazz: It’s Evolution and Essence (New York: Grove Press, 1956). See for example, “Charlie 
Parker and the Bop Movement,” 99–115, “Miles Davis and the Cool Tendency,” 116–136, or “The 
Evolution of Rhythmic Conceptions,” 210–223. Despite flaws of Euro-centricism, Hodier’s seminal book 
surveys much of the current state of the jazz world in 1956. It does not mention Russell, for Hodier was 
living in France and was primarily concerned with music on discs, and Russell had not produced any as a 
leader. 
2 Third-Stream was not coined until a few years later by Schuller, but the term was used to describe 
Russell’s music (“All about Rosie”) of the period. 
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period of popularity alongside many start-up groups that kept traditional jazz alive 
internationally. Russell composed music in these historic early jazz styles in Jazz Workshop era 
pieces like “Ballad of Hix Blewitt” and “Miss Clara.” 
 Music of the swing era (roughly 1930–1945) was also revived to some extent in the mid-
fifties. Norman Granz’s Jazz at the Philharmonic tour re-lit the swing fire for new international 
audiences, who could hear icons of an earlier time like Lester Young, Flip Phillips, Roy Eldridge, 
Harry “Sweets” Edison, and others. Russell drew on Basie and Midwestern riff tradition in 
“Round Johnny Rondo,” and in his strong rhythmic drive and preference for 4 swing. Russell did 
not view himself as a musical reactionary against the swing tradition, but as building and 
extending the tradition. 
 There was also newfound success for a few important orchestras of the swing era, with 
Ellington’s famous Newport Jazz Festival appearance in 1956 launching his band into a 
productive period, after having languished in the early fifties. Frank Foster, Quincy Jones, Neil 
Hefti, and others wrote arrangements that sparked the Count Basie Orchestra’s return to major 
European and American festival touring. The Basie band provided backing for major stars of the 
day, like Frank Sinatra and Ella Fitzgerald. Fitzgerald worked on her extensive Verve Songbook 
series during 1956, recording vast portions of the standard repertoire of show composers Cole 
Porter and Rodgers and Hart. By 1956, Gerry Mulligan’s pianoless quartet featured creative 
interplay with Bob Brookmeyer (Chet Baker played in 1952–1953) in a modern jazz style that 
owed much to the swing era in repertoire and feeling. 
 Aside from the revival or continuance of older styles, a major jazz trend in 1956 was 
toward the new hard-bop style. The bluesy, funky, gospel sounds of the Jazz Messenger groups led 
by Horace Silver and Art Blakey, and Jimmy Smith’s poll-winning organ trio became a major 
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stylistic trend. These artists recorded frequently for Prestige, Riverside, and especially Blue Note 
records. The repertoire bent jazz improvisation and composition heavily toward the sounds of the 
influence of the black church, and gospel music in particular. Hard-bop paralleled the trend in 
more popular music of the era, like the style of Ray Charles on Atlantic and the new white hit-
maker Elvis Presley, who was signed to RCA Victor and began recording for that label in January 
of 1956 in Nashville, only months before Russell recorded for the same label in New York. 
 This era of jazz music introduced new stars like Hank Mobley, Benny Golson, Donald 
Byrd, and Lee Morgan. Russell’s Jazz Workshop music does not resemble the compositions found 
on any albums by these hard-bop oriented players. Russell does use this blues and gospel influence 
in his “Jack’s Blues.” Here, the strong blues element (in feel and form) is offset with highly 
dissonant and contrasting sections. For Russell, blues is one option among many, as opposed to 
the dominant approach. 
 Contrasting with the relatively catchy and jukebox oriented hard-bop idiom, the art of 
fluent and complex solo jazz improvisation approached its zenith in a kind of post-Parker golden 
age, with major proponents like Miles Davis, Sonny Rollins, John Coltrane, and Clifford Brown. 
These artists represent an evolution of the technical elements of bebop, but with more emphasis 
on overall group cohesion, specifically in the development of the rhythm section. These artists 
extended the art of standard song-based improvisation in a repertoire based on bebop, ballads, 
and blues. As Miles Davis and his sidemen developed highly personal styles, they began to carry a 
great influence. Russell had been enamored with Davis for ten years, and in Russell’s eyes, Davis 
represented the epitome of jazz more than ever in the fifties. When Russell’s Living Time 
Orchestra performed the Davis modal composition “So What” to end their live sets in the late 
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eighties, Russell had the band play Davis’s 1959 two-chorus solo in unison, as an homage to the 
trumpeter he considered a friend and kindred spirit. 
 1956 was especially pivotal for Davis in the sense that it marked his move from Bob 
Weinstock’s small but prolific independent label, Prestige, to the major international label 
Columbia Records. Columbia producers George Avakian and later Teo Macero could provide 
more financial support and marketing for Davis’s albums, which revitalized his band, now 
featuring John Coltrane, and sent them to the top of the jazz scene. Unusual projects for Davis 
included recording with Leonard Bernstein for a project called “What Is Jazz?” as well as J.J. 
Johnson’s “Poem for Brass” with the Jazz and Classical Music Society, in an attempt to merge 
jazz and classical music. In 1956 Davis’s music was finding new influences and exploring new 
directions. Columbia’s backing also made it possible for Davis to record with a large jazz 
orchestra, furthering his artistic partnership with arranger Gil Evans beginning in 1957 with 
Miles Ahead. This change represented for Miles not just a step into celebrity, but a higher quality 
of artistic product across the board.  
 Like Davis, both Thelonious Monk and John Coltrane gained more critical acceptance 
during 1956, leading to an important association at the Five Spot club (summer of 1957) and at 
Carnegie Hall (November of 1957). Critics began to hail Monk as a genius, and Coltrane was 
taken more and more seriously as the new star on tenor, alongside the more established Sonny 
Rollins. Rollins himself was riding high on the release of albums like Saxophone Colossus and 
Tenor Madness, recorded in 1956. All the above artists and their music represent the state of the 
art of jazz while Russell was beginning to compose again. Although Davis, Coltrane, Rollins, and 
Monk did not compose intricate scores like Russell, it was their mastery of improvisation that was 
the primary influence on all of jazz. 
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 At this time, there was a new breed of jazz composer-performer coming to the fore. John 
Lewis and Charles Mingus spearheaded these new developments, and placed more emphasis on 
original compositions than Davis, Rollins, Coltrane, and Monk, whose performances were made 
up largely of improvised choruses on a given theme. The new breed experimented with more 
dramatic and detailed compositions, explored improvisations that moved to the extremes of 
accepted stylistic norms, and that were more integrated into through-composed compositions. 
The playing of Lewis represented a classical sense of control and restraint, while the music of 
Mingus and his soloists often represented a liberating, passionate gospel wail. Mingus taught his 
compositions aurally to his band in many cases. There was a large focus on both original 
composition and original interpretation of standards among these new groups. Many other new 
artists were finding their own creative identity during this time, and Russell moved naturally in 
and among this community. 
 In 1956 Atlantic Records was recording not only jazz, but R&B groups such as those of 
Ray Charles, Ruth Brown, and T-Bone Walker. The roster of the important new breed of jazz 
artists included pianist John Lewis’s Modern Jazz Quartet, which featured Milt Jackson on 
vibraphone. Lewis’s new fusion of jazz and classical elements in 1956 is heard on The John Lewis 
Piano and the Modern Jazz Quartet’s release Fontessa. 
 Charles Mingus’s quintet released the seminal Pithecanthropus Erectus in 1956 for 
Atlantic Records. The title song was a thoroughly composed jazz suite containing improvisation 
following the dark programmatic titles: “Evolution—Superiority-Complex—Decline— 
Destruction.” Mingus had already begun his Jazz Composer’s Workshop in 1954, and had 
become a major exponent of a lengthier, deeper type of modern jazz composition that did not 
sacrifice the excitement of true jazz improvisation. Jackie McLean was a major soloist with 
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Mingus here in 1956, before going on to success as a leader of many wide-ranging Blue Note 
sessions. 
 Jimmy Giuffre, another composer-performer, recorded The Jimmy Giuffre Clarinet for 
Atlantic with sextet and a nonet, introducing compositional elements into a large combo. Teddy 
Charles’s Atlantic album Tentet shows his continuing interest in complex arrangements, long 
forms, and use of larger combos. One Russell composition included was “Lydian M-1,” a fast and 
intricate tour de force of Russell’s emerging style that constantly integrates Charles’s vibraphone 
and other brief solos against surprising ensemble interjections. This album also featured works by 
Mal Waldron, Gil Evans, and J.R. Monterose. Atlantic’s formidable roster in 1956 also produced 
albums by Phineas Newborn, Chris Connor, Bill Russo, and Lee Konitz. 
 The new modern jazz composer in 1956 had ample models from which to draw, and a 
sense of community among like-minded writers. Russell’s music does not sound like his 
immediate peers Mingus, Lewis, Giuffre, or Charles, but these artists, taken collectively, were 
leading a stylistic trend at the time when Russell was re-entering the fold as composer. In this 
context, Russell’s choice of sextet as opposed to quartet or orchestra seems natural; a sextet with 
guitar in the rhythm section keeps the small group feel available, but allows the option of up to 
three or four independent melodic voices when combined with the piano, alto, and trumpet. 
 Following the lead of the smaller company Atlantic Records, RCA Victor began a new 
series of albums to feature some of this new breed of jazz composers. The new RCA Victor Jazz 
Workshop series featured albums by McKusick, Johnny Carisi, Gil Evans, Al Cohn, Hal Schaefer, 
and Billy Byers. The moniker Jazz Workshop suggests that RCA Victor intended for listeners to 
accept that the music was somehow experimental or new, and also places the music in a selective 
highbrow marketing niche. The name also mimicked Charles Mingus’s ongoing project—the 
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critical difference being that in Mingus’s Jazz Composers Workshop concept, the music was 
taught to the ensemble aurally. For the RCA Victor, the music was played and rehearsed 
conventionally from the page. 
 Several more artists who did not find an audience until the sixties were just beginning to 
release albums of original work in 1956. Pianist Cecil Taylor led his first session for the 
Cambridge-based Transition label, which featured soprano saxophonist Steve Lacy. The resulting 
album was Jazz Advance. Herbie Nichols was recording his own compositions for Blue Note 
records with his trio. Nichols’s work did not gain wide attention despite its quality and originality, 
and was later brought back from obscurity by Roswell Rudd, George Lewis, Steve Lacy, and 
others. Also by this time, Sun Ra’s Chicago-based Arkestra had recorded Jazz by Sun Ra, Vol. 1 for 
Transition, Sun Ra also having developed his personal conception and approach to music.3 These 
artists, who would later represent the nucleus of new directions in jazz of the sixties, were 
developing their musical identities at this moment, as Russell was also preparing to go in new 
directions. 
 Particularly close to Russell in 1956 was Bill Evans. They discussed the Lydian Chromatic 
Concept, which was in line with Evans’s developed sense of harmony. Evans was the perfect 
pianist to realize Russell’s compositions, as he could play the challenging written parts and 
improvise on the unusual chord progressions. Concurrent with his association with Russell for the 
album The Jazz Workshop, Evans’s trio with Paul Motian and Teddy Kotick recorded New Jazz 
Conceptions, the first of what would be many Evans trio albums, for Riverside on September 18 
and 27, 1956. 
                                                      
3 Allan Chase, “Sun Ra: Musical Change and Meaning in the Life of a Jazz Composer” (master’s thesis, 
Tufts University, 1992), 80. Chase evaluates elements of Sun Ra’s system of knowledge and belief as 
coming from “mystical, religious, philosophical, and historical subjects,” and as being fully developed by 
1955. Whether there was any interaction between Russell and Sun Ra is unknown.  
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 Russell’s return to composition in 1955–1956 was prolific. With the Concept established 
in 1953, Russell worked a job at Macy’s in the wallpaper department, and then at a Greenwich 
Village drugstore counter to support himself and his first wife, artist Juanita Odjenar. In the 
meager surrounding of their room at the Beechwood Hotel, Russell produced more than a dozen 
meticulously composed original works recorded in the sessions of 1956. 
 In addition to “Lydian M-1” for Teddy Charles, Russell wrote several original pieces and 
other arrangements for Hal McKusick’s quartet featuring Barry Galbraith (Jazz at the Academy 
on the Coral label), as well as the twelve pieces for his own Jazz Workshop album. Russell 
contributed arrangements with Gil Evans and played drums on singer Lucy Reed’s album This Is 
Lucy Reed (January 1957). His next major work was the three-movement masterpiece “All about 
Rosie” (1957), discussed earlier. 
 In the context of the spectrum of jazz of 1956, Russell’s music draws from a variety of the 
available stylistic elements, past and present, yet manages to sound unified and original. It bears 
his unique stamp. As a ten-year veteran of professional music in New York, Russell was 
experienced enough to produce a large amount of original music. His sensibilities were ultra-
modern, freethinking, and anti-commercial, yet grounded in his intensive self-study of music 
theory and history. The times were such that there were many available streams of jazz, and 
Russell managed to create his own inimitable voice among them. In his compositions, he proved 
that he was capable of projecting the broad range of jazz music historically, while moving forward 
as a progressive thinker. Martin Williams put it simply in the retrospective collection of his essay, 
Jazz Changes: “He is, at his best, a splendid combination of sophistication and depth, of 
awareness of his heritage as a jazzman, and range and variety of skills.”4 
                                                      
4 Martin T. Williams, Jazz Changes (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 245. 
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 The thoughtfulness of Russell’s own 1957 liner notes to The Jazz Workshop attest to the 
seriousness with which he undertook the writing of this music. In the essay, he acknowledges the 
plight of the composer of modern music who wishes to stay true to the essential aspect of jazz, 
improvisation, while forging ahead with other new ideas. Russell said that the jazz writer had 
emerged as a kind of improviser, and this idea, that composition and improvisation are linked, 
harkens back to Arnold Schoenberg’s now famous statement that “composing is a slowed-down 
improvisation.”5 The invocation of Gunther Schuller’s name and ideas on musical form further 
associates Russell’s concepts of jazz with the European models, and his mention of study with 
Stefan Wolpe—and of the music of Stravinsky, Bartók, Berg, and Ravel; a who’s-who of 
twentieth compositional influences—confirms his interest in contemporary concert music. 
Beyond these considerable influences Russell introduces his own theories. 
 In the notes, Russell mentions not just the Lydian Concept’s development over the 
previous ten years, but refers to a separate method of entering into a composition, and a method 
pertaining to rhythm. These last two ideas have remained a mystery, but clearly refer to two 
aspects of Russell’s music that are unrelated to pitch, and which give it so much unique character: 
form and rhythm. But in these notes, Russell does not explain his theories, and this invites the 
listener to enjoy the music with some understanding that the composer has put a great deal of 
thought into not just the music itself, but the context in which it sits historically.  
  George Russell’s liner notes to The Jazz Workshop begin, 
The challenge which is presented to the composer of modern music who has been 
traditionally educated is that of either refining and reshaping his traditionally learned 
techniques, or constructing new techniques that will enable him to capture and enhance 
the vital improvisational forces so abundantly inherent in much of the good music of 
                                                      
5 Arnold Schoenberg, Style and Idea (New York: Philosophical Library, 1950), 98. The chapter in which 
this quote is found, “Brahms the Progressive” was based on a lecture given in 1933 on the occasion of 
Brahms’s 100th birthday, and then expanded in 1947. 
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today. To impose old orders and old techniques upon vigorous and willful young music is 
to burden and stifle it rather than to channel and lead it and be led by it. 
 
Because the best written jazz sounds improvised, it may be concluded that the best of our 
jazz composers, down through the ears, have: 1) embraced the instrumental improvisation 
that jazz is so noted for; 2) captured the vitality of its strongest improvisers; and 3) 
proceeded to improvise, with greater and greater subtlety, jazz compositions that sound as 
fresh and as uninhibited as a compelling solo by an inspired jazz soloist. 
 
[See Appendix F for complete liner notes] 
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CHAPTER 5: RUSSELL’S MODAL MELODICISM AND TECHNIQUE OF EXTREME 
RHYTHMIC REPETITION 
 
 Russell’s scale-based concept of melody is one of the unique and most striking aspects of 
his music, and one of the most influential. Discussing modal jazz and Gil Evans’s use of modes as 
the basis for “I Loves You, Porgy” (recorded August 18, 1958) from the Columbia album Porgy 
and Bess, Miles Davis acknowledged Russell as a prime example of the new movement in jazz 
based on the modal approach. Davis famously stated to interviewer Nat Hentoff in the October 
1958 issue of Downbeat: 
When you go this way, you can go on forever. You don’t have to worry about changes 
and you can do more with the line. It becomes a challenge to see how melodically 
inventive you can be.... I think a movement in jazz is beginning away from the 
conventional string of chords.... There will be fewer chords but infinite possibilities as to 
what to do with them.... And look at George Russell. His writing is mostly scales. After all, 
you can feel the changes. 
 
 George Russell once stated that he was interested in “how melody behaves.” Russell’s Jazz 
Workshop music has an array of distinct types of melodic line, each with their own character and 
musical makeup. One finds blues melody, riff-based melody, running eighth-note line melody, 
and melodies borrowed from folk tunes. Russell often weaves several types of these melodies 
together in different instrumental voices, creating contrast by overlapping these conceptions. It 
is Russell’s conscious manipulation of these different types of melody that creates the changing 
moods and textures in his Jazz Workshop music.   
 The following examples from the Jazz Workshop music show the range of modal melodic 
“behavior” that Russell was exploring in 1956. The new modal technique is informed by the 
influence of vocal blues tradition, Kansas City–style swing, Stefan Wolpe and European 
modernism, and the borrowing of folk tunes. This wide range of styles was a result of Russell’s 
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exposure to a vast array of musical influences as an early teenager in Cincinnati, and as student 
of modern music in New York City. 
 
5.1 Russell’s modal approach to melodic line and composed “improvisations” 
 Russell’s linear melodic writing circa 1956 is one of his clearest and most profound 
contributions to the art of jazz writing in the last fifty years, which has become increasingly linear 
in style since Russell. His conception of line, he says, was inspired by “the vitality of its strongest 
improvisers” and aimed to compose lines that “sound as fresh and as uninhibited as a compelling 
solo by an inspired jazz soloist.” In this way, Russell acted as a kind of soloist, and wrote what 
could be considered solo improvisations into his compositions—while elsewhere providing space 
for the usual type of improvisation. These so-called composed improvisations are accompanied by 
either: 1) new chord progressions not found in the initial thematic portions; 2) bass ostinatos; or 
3) the chromatic scale bass line, a very simple but apparently uniquely Russellian device. 
Nowhere in the Jazz Workshop music is the concept of the modal approach to melodic 
line in a composed solo illustrated more clearly than in the first solo entrance for piano in 
“Concerto for Billy the Kid.”1 After the thematic melody section, Russell introduces Bill Evans as 
the soloist in a way that is spontaneous and fluid, and many listeners will feel it is improvised. 
Evans’s composed solo is positioned after the development of the main melodic section, a place 
where improvisation would be expected in a jazz performance. The nature of the line itself is not 
                                                      
1 Russell’s Jazz Workshop music of 1956 and his modal conception predate the common understanding 
among post-Coltrane jazz musicians and pedagogues of a modal jazz approach to performance. Since the 
mid-1960s, the modal jazz approach has come to represent an ethos in which players strive to explore one 
mode or tonic over an extended duration, often the entire performance. Although conceived in terms of 
modes, Russell’s music never stays on one mode or chord for the entire piece, and the controlled 
atmosphere of his compositions is unlike the less-composed 1960s modal jazz style (John Coltrane, 
“India”). Russell’s music of 1956 contains neither the method nor spirit of the contemporary 
understanding of modal jazz style. 
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as repetitive as the previous material, and Evans plays the line alone. In the context of the piece, 
the section is comprehended as an improvisation. Doubtless, Evans was aware of this quality of 
improvisation in Russell’s lines. He said, “George composes things which sound improvised. You 
have to be deeply involved in jazz and understand all the elements to be able to do that.”2 
 In Russell’s conception of a modal approach to line, the melody is based on the 
superimposition of an alternate (“outside,” in jazz parlance) mode in place of the best fitting 
mode of the parent scale. The chords Dm7, Cm7, and Gm7 would each imply a Dorian mode as 
the fundamental scale choice for each chord: 
 
  D Dorian: D, E, F, G, A, B, C      F Lydian parent scale (Mode VI) 
  C Dorian: C, D, E♭, F, G, A, B♭  E♭ Lydian parent scale (Mode VI) 
  G Dorian: G, A, B♭, C, D, E, F  B♭ Lydian parent scale (Mode VI) 
  
 But, Russell’s note choice over each of these minor-seventh chords is intentionally outside 
of the best-fitting Dorian mode. Russell’s line moves beyond the harmonic context in which it is 
composed. Over the underlying chords, the melody in the twelve-measure passage below (Ex. 5.1) 
is drawn from the mode of G auxiliary diminished (G, A, B♭, C, D♭, E♭, E, F♯). The two 
instances or chromatic enhancement are indicated (c.e.):    
 
 
 
 
 
                                                      
2 Liner notes to George Russell, Jazz in the Space Age (Decca, 1960). 
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Example 5.1. Russell, “Concerto for Billy the Kid,” piano solo mm 9–20 
 
 
As the rhythm section plays a fully notated thirty-two-measure modal chord sequence in a 
Latin style, the piano plays the solo passage at the double octave (Ex. 5.2), also characteristic of 
Latin jazz piano style. Russell’s alternative modal choices are shown above the line in example 5.2. 
For most of the passage, Russell’s uses some form of the auxiliary diminished scale over the minor 
seventh chords. The basic parent scale is used only once, when an F Lydian scale is on Dm7 in 
measures 27 to 28. The fragment of the C blues scale used on all the Fm7 measures (mm. 5–8 and 
21–24) also contributes to the overall blues and diminished quality in the modal melodic line of 
this composed solo. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(c.e.) 
(c.e.) 
G Aux. Dim. - - - - 
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Example 5.2. Russell, “Concerto for Billy the Kid,” piano solo reh. E 
 
 
 Duke Ellington wrote a series of concertos to feature the individual strengths of his 
soloists in the 1940s.3 Russell’s “Concerto for Billy the Kid” was composed “to match the vigor 
and vitality” of the then up-and-coming pianist Bill Evans. Evans recorded his debut trio 
recording, New Jazz Conceptions (RLP 12-223), one month prior to Russell’s “Concerto for Billy 
the Kid,” and five months after the first Russell-led Jazz Workshop session of March 31. Evans’s 
performance of this piece helped to establish him among listeners and musicians as a formidable 
                                                      
3 “Boy Meets Horn,” “Concerto for Cootie,” others. 
* Chromatically enhanced melody (c.e.). A melody that contains notes outside of one scale, but which 
resolve inward to the tones of that one scale. (See glossary of terms, Appendix E) 
G/B♭ Aux. Dim. 
G Aux. Dim. 
(or G Blues) 
C Aux. Dim. (w/ c.e.*) 
Cm pent. 
F Lydian Aug. or G Aux. Dim. 
Cm pent. 
G Aux. Dim. F Lydian 
C pent. 
c.e. 
c.e. c.e. 
c.e. 
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new voice, with his own conception. Russell’s identifiable sound in the composed improvisation is 
due to the nature of his polymodal conception—the use of the spectrum of altered scales on a 
prevailing chord—and the tendency of his melodic lines to move by step, rather than by leap. In 
this way, Russell’s running lines are composed improvisations in an original style, on his given 
modal sequence. 
 When not composing his improvisations over basic chord patterns as above, Russell has 
composed lines over other types of accompaniment contexts that he establishes. The opening of 
“The Day John Brown Was Hanged” is marked “The Hanging” in the manuscript, and depicts 
the hanging of abolitionist John Brown for treason in 1859. The mood conveyed is one of 
distressing anticipation, brought on first by the restless %2 ostinato figure of the bass (Ex. 5.3), and 
then by the dissonant pantonality imparted by the saxophone line (Ex. 5.4).  
 The bass figure establishes a tonal center of F Mixolydian, through the use of three pitches 
(C, F, E♭):  
 
Example 5.3. Russell, “The Day John Brown Was Hanged,” Bass, reh. A–D 
 
 Over this vamp, Russell composed a guitar and saxophone line that conveys polymodality 
in Russell’s quintessential manner. The alto saxophone’s line—like the guitar line that overlaps 
it—is based on a range of modes built from the tonal center of F♯; the blues scale, Lydian scale, 
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and finally diminished and pentatonic scales. The use of these modes of F♯ is illustrated in the 
example: 
 
Example 5.4. Russell, “The Day John Brown Was Hanged,” reh. A to D, (“The Hanging”) 
 
F♯ blues (w/ M7) F♯ Lyd. 
F♯ bl. (M7) 
F♯ Lyd. F♯ bl. (M7) 
F♯ Lyd. 
F♯ bl. 
F♯ Lyd. F♯ bl. (w/ F) 
F♯ Dim.                                    F♯ blues (+ M7,♭2) 
F♯M Pent. (P4 desc.) 
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 As in so much of his linear writing, Russell’s use of the blues scale here is primarily step-
wise. In contrast, his use of the Lydian scale emphasizes the intervallic combinations of minor 
second, major third, and perfect fourth interval found in the pitches C, C♯, F, F♯.4 Thus, Russell 
has developed thematic motives with each mode, rather than simply running free with each scale. 
The line is at once bluesy and familiar, but in context sounds elusive and disorienting. 
 Beyond the modal chord sequences and ostinatos we have seen, Russell has created a 
context that leads to a pantonal type of modal melodicism: the chromatic linear bass line. This 
new chromatic context inspired the frequent change of modal tonic for the melody. Here, 
Russell’s pantonal melodies draw from multiple tonal centers over a regional tonic station. The 
concept is heard in the composition “Witch Hunt,” which has a bass line that moves up and down 
a C chromatic scale (Ex. 5.5), establishing a twelve-bar form with the tonic station C. The 
melodic lines (Ex. 5.6) draw from a plethora of modes built on the tonics of C, E♭, F♯, and F.  
 
Example 5.5. Russell, “Witch Hunt,” reh. C and D, bass line 
 
 Over this twelve-bar form, a three-chorus (thirty-six-measure) composed improvisation 
happens. The lead melodic line is played by the alto saxophone and guitar (8vb), and follows an 
                                                      
4 Russell’s definition of Blues Scale includes M3 scale degree. In F♯: (F♯, A, A♯, B, C, C♯, E). 
 
 
69 
A–B–A form. (The guitar transposes the line a perfect fifth up in the last A section, producing a 
doubling one perfect fourth below the alto saxophone.) 
 
Example 5.6. Russell, “Witch Hunt,” reh. C and D, melody 
 
 Russell’s composed solo line and the accompaniment share a highly chromatic nature. Like 
the rising and falling bass line, the improvisation gradually ebbs and flows as it rises in the course 
of the passage. In this passage there is an enchanting contrast between the bass ostinato and drum 
groove (a metrically displaced “Charleston” rhythm) that ground the music in a C-pantonal 
context, and the capriciousness of the chromatically snaking melodic lines. The alternating of 
C blues (c.e.) 
E♭ blues (c.e.) 
F♯ Chrom. F♯ blues (c.e.) 
F blues (c.e.) E♭ blues (c.e.) 
C blues (c.e.) 
E♭ blues (c.e.) 
F♯ Chrom. F♯ blues (c.e.) 
F blues (c.e.) 
A 
A 
B 
 
 
70 
chromatic scale, blues scale, and octotonic scales is indicated above the music in example 5.6. The 
fact that Russell’s concept of the blues scale shares intervallic properties with the octotonic and the 
chromatic scale ties the panmodal section together on an intervallic level.5 Russell uses fragments 
of scales that relate to the Lydian tonics of F♯, F, E♭, and C. The Lydian tonics themselves form a 
fragment of the C blues scale. Furthermore, the C chromatic modality of the bass line unifies 
these C blues and chromatic elements of melody. 
 
5.2 Harmonic variation within rhythmic cells  
 Complementing the modal melodicism described in the previous section, Russell employs 
a second radical compositional process in music of this period: a technique that combines the 
extreme repetition of rhythmic cells (or riffs) with the constant variation of pitch in these cells. 
Riffs were already central to improvised and composed jazz music at this time, and their use 
provides an authentic and improvised jazz feeling, but Russell’s constant variation of the pitch of 
a riff was atypical of small group jazz composition of 1956. While the pitch content of these 
repetitive riffs often comes from the modal approach to line, or from blues or pentatonic 
collections, the creativity and originality lies in the organization and the variation. Russell’s 
gradual alteration of a riff resembles the changes an improviser might make spontaneously, and 
adds to the exciting build-up of tension in his music. 
 The following example compares Russell’s riff-based section of “Round Johnny Rondo” to 
the well-known riff-based piece by Count Basie’s orchestra from 1938, “Jumpin’ at the 
Woodside.” The similarities and differences between these two pieces highlight Russell’s new 
approaches to composition. After an introduction lasting twenty-two measures, the riff-based 
                                                      
5 For Russell’s application of blues scale in “All about Rosie” (1957), see Goddard, 67. 
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melody of Russell’s “Round Johnny Rondo” is begun by the alto saxophone and piano in unison. 
The tune develops a repetitive four-note cell followed by a short pause, in which the cell is echoed 
by trumpet and guitar. In the fifth and sixth bar the pause is eliminated, and the line continues, 
played by all four voices.  
 The melodic structure of the A section of “Round Johnny Rondo” is similar to that of the 
1938 Count Basie riff-style classic “Jumpin’ at the Woodside” (Ex. 5.7). The pitch material is 
similar to Basie’s in that it draws on the major pentatonic as a melodic tonal center, with 
emphasis on the sixth scale degree as a point of resolution. The key difference is the subtle 
interchange of the pitches C♯ and D in Russell’s tune (Ex. 5.8)—this oscillation alternates the 
Lydian modes’ color (heard in C♯) with the otherwise G major pentatonic set. 
 
Example 5.7. William “Count” Basie, “Jumpin’ at the Woodside,” melody 
 
Example 5.8. Russell, “Round Johnny Rondo,” reh. B, melody 
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 The connection between Russell’s music and aspects of the earlier Basie melodic style—its 
principle exponent being saxophonist Lester Young—has been noted before. Gunther Schuller 
observed in The Swing Era (p. 233), in reference to Lester Young’s melodic style in the legendary 
1936 “Oh, Lady Be Good” solo: 
The superimposition of a single harmonic zone (to which the melody is confined) on 
several chords or an entire chord progression...was to have far-reaching consequences and 
implications for later jazz. For it led directly to harmonic freeing-up of the language of 
jazz without which Bop, Modern Jazz, George Russell’s Lydian Concept, and eventually 
musicians like Ornette Coleman, John Coltrane, and Eric Dolphy could not have evolved. 
 
  The motion of the walking bass line in “Round Johnny Rondo” is suggestive of regular 4 
swing found in the Kansas City-style of Count Basie, and other Midwestern bands that Russell 
would have known, including the Wilberforce Collegians. Russell has a natural affinity for this 
music rhythmically, and has adapted the harmonic principle of “tonic station” in the LCC from 
Lester Young’s type of innovation. 
 For Russell, this was only the beginning; as his compositions evolved, the riff and 
rhythmic cell concepts were developed to greater ends. The trumpet line of “Ye Hypocrite, Ye 
Beelzebub” is a prime example of this extreme riff repetition with constant variation. Within the 
E♭ blues tonality, Russell gradually varies the basic rhythmic phrase of the trumpet motive: 
 
Example 5.9. Russell, “Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub,” trumpet motive  
 
 
 Gradually, as the rhythmic phrase is repeated, it begins to incorporate other pitches from 
the blues scale and, notably, other chromatic pitches (M3, M7, ♭2). In the complete passage 
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shown below, the exact repetition of the initial phrase only occurs in three places, marked “orig.,” 
and another phrase that occurs twice is boxed. All the other repetitions of the rhythmic phrase 
contain new variations in the pitch material. 
 
Example 5.10. Russell, “Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub,” reh. A to C, trumpet 
 
 In the above passage (Ex. 5.10), the music gives the impression of repeating while 
exploring subtly different harmonic territory within the blues mode. The sensation, or musical 
effect, is simultaneously of stability and freshness, of old and new. 
 The unison horn melody in the opening of “Concerto for Billy the Kid” is a lengthier 
example of Russell’s repetition of a riff-based melodic line. After an introduction lasting twenty-
nine measures, a line is played by trumpet and alto in unison over a simple bass and piano figure 
orig. 
orig. 
orig. 
M7 
♭2 
M7 
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which establishes the key area of F major. The section is made up of four separate riffs of varying 
lengths, with each riff repeated a varying numbers of times: 
 
Figure 5.1. Riff lengths and repetitions in opening of “Concerto for Billy the Kid” 
   No. Measures:  No. Times Repeated:   
riff no. 1  3   4 
riff no. 2  4   3 
riff no. 3  4   4 (3rd, and 4th time contain slight change) 
riff no. 4   8   2 
 
   
 The riffs of “Concerto for Billy the Kid” steadily introduce more new pitches to the line. 
In the first riff there are four pitches (F, G, C, D), to which chromatic pitches are added in 
following riffs, until the final riff has eight pitches, comprised of the Dorian mode plus a ♭6 as 
chromatic passing tone (F, G, A♭, B♭, C, D♭, D, E♭). In this way, Russell moves in the harmonic 
field from less to more, enhancing the blues sound through horizontal polymodality. 
 This first riff is made up of the pitches C, D, F, G and is three measures long. 
 
Example 5.11. Russell, “Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub,” trumpet and alto riff no. 1 
 
  
 Each of these riffs draw on the same pitch material, which is suggestive of a combination 
of F blues and F major pentatonic tonal center. Russell later wrote about the possibility of 
combining the two “horizontal” scales—the major and the blues scales—into a hybrid scale in the 
1959 edition of the LCC. He may well have been describing this passage: 
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Example 5.12. Russell, “Concerto for Billy the Kid,” reh. C and D, melody 
 
 The constant introduction of new pitch material to the recurring phrase, while still 
maintaining a core F blues tonality, is one of Russell’s signature traits. The technique of 
overlapping phrases of varying lengths may have come to Russell through his studies with 
German émigré Stefan Wolpe, or through study of Stravinsky’s ballet music—where short phrases 
of different lengths are individually rotating members of the whole, like mobiles. In an interview 
later in life, Russell once commented on the possible influence of Schoenberg and Stravinsky on 
jazz. It was “a two-way street,” Russell said. European composers “were all influenced by jazz and 
(var.) 
#1 
#2 
#3 
 
#4 
(4 times) 
 
(3 times) 
 
 (4 times) 
  
(2 times) 
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influenced jazz.” Stravinsky, he said, had a “feeling for rhythm, ...rhythmic innovations, [and] 
metric flows” that could be applied to jazz music.6 
   
5.3 Russell’s motivic/intervallic approach to blues melody 
  Blues phrasing is at the heart of Russell’s music. He and his early musical influences are 
steeped in the jazz and blues tradition. As the modal and riff-based melodic examples have shown, 
his modern melodic voice of 1956 draws heavily on this idiom. Russell understood the flexibility 
that the blues offered, and his original compositions incorporate blues in many forms. His music 
shows that the blues can take on many moods and feelings in modern jazz, as in the works of 
Ellington, Monk, and Mingus.  
 Whereas all melodic lines in music are made up of intervals, the motivic/intervallic 
approach refers here to a composer’s continual application of—or meditation on, engrossment in, 
or preoccupation with—a particular interval or set of intervals in a phrase or entire composition. 
This featured intervallic set becomes the musical motive, and the logic underlying the melody.7 
This type of melodic organization is often a means to disrupt or move outside conventional 
tonality. 
 The overtly titled blues “Jack’s Blues” was recorded at the first of the RCA Victor sessions 
on March 31, 1956. The piece is likely named for the RCA Victor Artist and Repertoire executive 
Jack Lewis, who was helpful to Russell’s cause as composer. Lewis signed him and gave him a 
generous advance. Embedded in this piece (mm. 11–22, and again later) is one of the few George 
Russell compositions built over the standard twelve-bar blues form. 
                                                      
6 Sebastian Noelle interview, April 26, 2002. 
7 For motivic/intervallic compositions in different contexts, compare Debussy’s étude, “Pour les quartes” 
(Douze études pour piano, 1915), and saxophonist Eddie Harris’s, “Freedom Jazz Dance” (The In Sound, 
1965). Each piece centers on perfect fourths in a motivic/intervallic manner. 
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 The melody of this section of “Jack’s Blues” (Ex. 5.13) is a creative and sophisticated take 
on the blues in A minor. It features: 1) wide interval melodic leaps—such as successive perfect 
fourths and perfect fifths; 2) upper extensions—ninths and thirteenths—as points of melodic 
resolution; 3) the use of the ♭II (B♭) as melodic tonal center, to build and subsequently release 
tension upon the return to the tonic; 4) the displacement and repositioning of call-and-response 
phrase elements; and 5) the transposition of pitch class sets. These aspects, all within a twelve-
measure space, coexist with the traditional blues elements, creating a scintillating juxtaposition of 
features. 
 
Example 5.13. Russell, “Jack’s Blues,” melody only, showing contemporary features 
 
 
 In the classical understanding of blues poetic formula, two statements of A are answered 
by the final B, each in four-measure durations. Often, each A and B will internally contain a two-
wide intervals (4ths, 5ths) 
Melody resting on 9th (B) 
Melody resting on 
13th (B) 
Use of ♭II (B♭) as melodic key area 
pcs: (0, 2, 5) transposed down M2 
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part sub-division of the phrase, sometimes taking the form of a call-and-response within each 
phrase.8 
 
Figure 5.2. Call and response in classic blues model 
  Call....    Response... 
 (A) || I | I | I | I | 
 
  Call....    Response... 
 (A’) | IV | IV | I | I | 
 
  Call....    Response... 
 (B) | V | IV | I | I || 
 
  
 In “Jack’s Blues,” the standard A–A–B four-bar phrase is retained, but with a disruption in 
the call-and-response of the second A phrase, such that the “response” is inserted into the second 
A phrase, and then followed immediately by call and response:  
 
Figure 5.3. Modification of model call and response in second phrase of “Jack’s Blues”  
   
  Inserted response and delayed call 
     
  Response... Call...  Response... 
 (A’) | IV | IV | I | I | 
 
 The pacing of the melody tells a story in the manner of blues singers, with the final B 
phrase resolving the melodic-poetic tension.  
                                                      
8 Sonny Rollins’s “Sonnymoon For Two” (1957) has a simple two-part question-and-answer within the 
same melodic line. 
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Example 5.14. Russell, “Jack’s Blues,” mm. 11–22  
 
   
 In the resolution of the melody at B (Ex. 5.14, mm 9–12), the melody is based on a three-
note cell (b) that is transposed down a major second (b -2) in the course of the line, departing 
drastically from the modality of A Dorian. This transposition of pitch cell (F, D, C to E♭, C, B♭) 
gives the collection: B♭, C, D, E♭, F. These are the first five notes of a major scale in B♭, the key 
one half-step above A minor. In the cadence to the final A minor, the melody moves by leap of a 
tritone for the first time, in measure 11, follows a cadenza-like falling phrase. 
 Blues phrase structure and the motivic/intervallic approach to melody combine in this 
passage to achieve a dramatic interplay of new and old music, which Russell has described. In 
examples shown earlier, Russell has conveyed a sense of the blues by setting blues-scale melodies 
in new harmonic and formal contexts of accompaniment; here the paradigm is reversed. Russell 
has retained the blues feeling through the phrase structure and harmonic form, and introduced 
into it a contemporary melodic approach with an intervallic nature. 
A 
1-4 
A1 
5-8 
B 
9-12 
(C) 
(R) (R) 
(C) (R) 
(R) (b) (b -2) 
(B♭ Maj) 
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CHAPTER 6: COUNTERPOINT AND LAYERS 
 
 Thus far, Russell’s creative process in Jazz Workshop period music has been shown to 
center on the relationship between modal melodies and their context and organization. In a 
different technique altogether, Russell’s melodic lines are often staggered or layered to create a 
contrapuntal texture in which two or more melodic lines are woven together. Taken to the 
extreme, as in examples that follow, this approach further shows Russell’s innovation and 
originality. Russell introduces many voices in such a way that each retains its natural 
independence; his respect for the integrity and individual life in each melodic line is apparent. 
The sounding of line against line is a signature effect in Russell’s music, and focuses attention on 
the interplay between the voices, as well as the frequent polymodal and/or pantonal results. 
 In blending these lines, he employs a number of techniques: staggered entrances of 
similar melodic material; layering of different types of melodic material; and textures of two, 
three, and four parts. Russell’s linear, panmodal vocabulary allows him to bring these 
organizational concepts to the jazz context without losing the excitement and drive of authentic 
jazz—his stated purpose. Furthermore, the musical fabric of these layered sections often resembles 
improvisations by the masters. 
 Russell’s dedication to complex contrapuntal textures alone has made his music very 
challenging for performers, and insured that the Jazz Workshop music, unlike that of Charlie 
Parker, Horace Silver, or Benny Golson, will never become part of the common small-group jazz 
repertoire. By composing so much development (or “composed improvisation”), Russell has also 
reduced the ratio of real improvisation to composition. 
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6.1 Simple bitonality through counterpoint 
 Long stretches of linear bitonality—two melodies in two keys—is something new to jazz 
music with Russell. Bitonal effects and experiments are present in earlier jazz music, particularly 
in chords and tone clusters, but Russell’s perennial dedication to bitonal melodicism as a 
consistent thematic focus has no precedent in jazz. Just as Béla Bartók set Hungarian folk songs 
bitonally in the 1930s, Russell used the American melodic folk tradition—the blues—as the 
melodic basis for his bitonal compositions. 
 The opening trumpet and trombone duet in “Miss Clara” (Ex. 6.1) develops the bitonality 
between C blues and A♭ blues tonal centers. The two melodic lines in the first four measures 
retain the simple nature of each blues tonal center. The effect sounds like something is both right 
and wrong at the same time. Russell described the southern woman who inspired the piece, 
Juanita Odjenar’s grandmother Miss Clara, as “funny and witty and sarcastic, and on the cutting 
edge, but [with] a lot of soul.” The music captures the feeling through the combination of blues 
and bitonal elements. 
 
Example 6.1. Russell, “Miss Clara,” mm. 1–8 (concert pitch) 
 
echo in A♭ echo in A♭ 
echo in A♭ echo in C (and/or A♭) 
C blues C blues 
C blues C blues 
x x 
x x x x 
(x = minor-ninths) 
x 
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 Russell seems keen to highlight the minor-ninth interval between the two voices in the 
echo of measures 1 through 4 (Ex. 6.1), as well as to play upon the common tones among the two 
blues scales. As the lines continue into measures 5 through 7, the line is blurred between the tonal 
centers, when a recurring minor-ninth dissonance occurs between the voices (shown as x). 
Russell’s concept of blues tonal center includes the horizontal major scale as well as the blues scale, 
allowing for chromatic saturation in the lines and the availability of these ninths. 
 As the lines develop, the A♭ blues line of the trombone uses many of the pitches in 
common with C blues. When the trombone line descends in measures 7 and 8, it echoes the 
pitches of the trumpet in measures 6 and 7, pitches that belong to both C blues and A♭ blues. In 
using the pitches F, E♭, C, B♭ and G♭ (mm. 7–8), the trombone has “compromised” to the C 
blues of the trumpet, without giving up pitches that were also available in A♭ blues. In doing so, 
Russell has given up strict bitonality and evolved into a blending of the two scales, which 
encompasses the full chromatic scale. 
 
Figure 6.1. Common tones in C blues and A♭ blues scales 
 
 C blues (Trumpet pitches used):  C, D, E♭ , E, F, G♭ , G, A, B♭  
 A♭ blues (Trombone pitches used): A♭, B♭ , C♭, C, D♭, D, E♭ , F, G♭ , 
      [Common tones are in boldface italics] 
 
6.2 Staggering entrances of a melodic line  
 In “Concerto for Billy the Kid,” Russell treats the guitar and piano as single-note melodic 
voices at times, along with the trumpet and alto saxophone. With this quartet, he employs a 
simple but effective technique of staggering their entrances, creating a texture in which each 
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individual voice momentarily leaps to the fore. This orchestrational concept allows the individual 
sound of each player to be heard, and serves to introduce the piano voice that solos in the stop-
time choruses. 
   
Example 6.2. Russell, “Concerto for Billy the Kid,” reh. G 
 
 The staggered unison line (Ex. 6.2, above) at rehearsal G is built from two modal 
fragments. The first (C–D–E♭–F♯) suggests C auxiliary diminished or a D7(♭9) chord. The 
tutti 
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second (F–G–B–D) suggests F Lydian or a G7 chord. The line alternates between these fragments 
as each voice enters. Offsetting this unison line is a tutti section, and a return to the riffs heard in 
the opening (Ex. 6.2, m. 13). 
 
Example 6.2. (cont.) 
 
 This return to riffs around the pitch center F launches the piano soloist forward. In these 
final nine measures, just before the piano solo, the layered effect of the guitar (E♭–F–A♭) against 
tutti 
return to riffs... 
stop-time... 
D minor pent. 
F minor pent. 
 
 
85 
the alto and trumpet in combination (C–D–F–G) highlights the different pitch collection: the F 
minor pentatonic of the guitar against the D minor pentatonic of the horns. Combined (F, G, 
A♭, C, D, E♭), the two individual pitch collections convey the unity of the F blues tonality. 
 In this passage, a compelling storyline unfolds as the piece drives toward its great climactic 
height. Initially, ensemble voices playfully assert their relative independence by beginning the 
same unison line at different moments. Metaphorically, the same journey is undertaken at 
different times. As the passage builds to the climactic conclusion (resolved into piano 
improvisation), a system of cooperative organization is operating, whereby each ensemble voice is 
saying something unique, adding up to a diverse yet logical picture. Metaphorically, separate 
journeys are leading in same direction.  
  
6.3 Russell’s method of layering three or more independent voices 
 The texture of the individual entrances of a unison melodic line in “Concerto for Billy the 
Kid” (Ex. 6.2) and the bitonal organization of line shown earlier in “Miss Clara” (Ex. 6.1) provide 
the background to Russell’s technique of layering three or four independent parts into a whole. 
Some of the most distinctive music from the Jazz Workshop period is contained in these types of 
passages. 
 In the opening of “Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub,” Russell stacks up independent melodic 
lines, creating a multi-layered texture. In this piece, the bass-plus-guitar, trumpet, and piano-plus-
alto combine to make a three-part texture in the E♭ blues tonality. The bass and guitar begin 
with the bass ostinato:  
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Example 6.3. Russell, “Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub,” bass, beginning 
 
 The trumpet enters soon after, playing a repetitive riff in an E♭ blues tonality over the 
bass and guitar: 
 
Example 6.4. Russell, “Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub,” trumpet, beginning 
 
 After a longer rest (23 mm.), the alto saxophone and piano begin to weave a blues-based 
long-line melody that becomes increasingly chromatic (Ex. 6.5). As the alto saxophone/piano 
line beings, the guitar moves from the bass line to a chord accompaniment in the same rhythm, 
creating a subtle fourth item in the interlocking cycle. 
 
Example 6.5. Russell, “Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub,” alto, reh. B 
 
[mm. 1–24] 
[mm. 25–48] 
[mm. 1–15] 
[mm. 16–24] 
[mm. 1–28] 
[mm. 29–34] 
etc. 
etc. 
etc. 
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 The three parts above are shown together in the full score below (Ex. 6.6). The passage 
illustrates Russell’s combination of different melodies into a whole, whereby each melodic line 
retains an essential quality that is distinct from the others. Each element—the bass line, chord 
pattern from the guitar, alto and piano line, and trumpet riff on top—retains its own melodic 
independence, while contributing to the blues tonality. 
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Example 6.6. Russell, “Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub,” score, reh. A and B 
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 Through the complex layering of composed voices, this passage from “Ye Hypocrite, Ye 
Beelzebub” epitomizes what Russell had hoped to achieve in The Jazz Workshop: realization of 
“new techniques that will enable [the composer] to capture and enhance the vital improvisational 
forces...inherent in much of the good music of today,” without losing the essence of the rhythmic 
and spirited drive of real jazz.1 This passage extends the idea shown earlier in this analysis—that 
Russell composed improvised solo passages for single voices—to group improvisation. This fully 
notated polyphonic group improvisation is grounded both harmonically and rhythmically by a 
static blues key area, and the forward momentum of the repeating bass and drum pattern.  
 
                                                      
1 From Russell’s liner notes to The Jazz Workshop. 
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CHAPTER 7: VERTICAL STRUCTURES: INTERVALLIC VOICING  
TECHNIQUES AND HARMONIC PROGRESSIONS  
 
 This chapter illustrates Russell’s innovations in the area of harmony, as seen in the 
harmonization of melodic lines and the composition of new harmonic progressions used for solo 
improvisation. In many of Russell’s Jazz Workshop themes, standard jazz harmony and chords 
are replaced by modal melodic line, counterpoint, and the pantonal and panmodal organization 
of themes. Russell had full command of the standard bebop format, but brought it freshness via 
new individual chord voicings, new progressions, and the re-harmonization of familiar blues and 
standard progressions. 
 
7.1 Modal-diatonic and fourth/fifth-based voicings 
 In jazz composition and orchestration, a chord voicing of a melody is the vertical 
organization of ensemble voices in order to support a lead melodic voice. This type of tutti 
passage conveys the desired harmony and melody together.1 Ensemble voicings determine the 
character and mood of a given melody. Historically, many jazz composers—as well as pianists—
have been recognized by their unique voicing styles. 
 Russell’s characteristic voicing concepts are drawn from either the predominant mode of a 
region, or from a fixed intervallic shape applied to all melodic tones. These types of 
harmonization are not considered to be tonal, because the tones supporting the melody do not 
provide voice-leading through a chord progression. Instead, the lower voices either convey the 
                                                      
1 A jazz piano voicing is a different case, in which the realization of a chord (or chord symbol) does not 
support a lead melody in the ensemble, but is concerned with providing harmonic realization for 
accompaniment purposes. Among others, see Mark Levine, The Jazz Piano Book (Petaluma, CA: Sher 
Music, 1989). 
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present modal tonic or provide an unchanging color to the melody via a constant parallel 
intervallic structure. 
 In the introduction to “Ezz-thetic” (comp. 1948, rec. 1951, 1956, etc.), Russell supports 
the melody with the pitches of the C Dorian mode a diatonic fourth below the upper voice. All 
the tones in the introduction are drawn from C Dorian, as shown in the following example. 
Composed in 1948, the passage below introduces a technique that would become the basis for 
Russell’s more complex work of 1956. 
 
Example 7.1. Russell, “Ezz-thetic,” Introduction, rec. Konitz sextet 1951 
  
 
 Within the context of 1950s jazz, this is an unusual technique. Russell’s modal and 
intervallic orientation was not commonplace. While music with long stretches on one chord 
existed in Afro/Latin-jazz vamps (e.g. Tizol/Ellington, “Caravan”; Machito and His Afro-Cubans, 
“Tanga”), the idea of a modal tonic region as the basis for harmonization of a melodic line is new 
and specific to Russell. The re-recording of “Ezz-thetic” on The Jazz Workshop indicates that 
Russell was still exploring this principle in 1956, and he expanded the idea in other compositions. 
C Dorian, 4ths 
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 The fixed-shape voicing technique appears again, in an expanded form, in “Witch Hunt.” 
Here the trumpet melody is doubled a perfect fourth below by the saxophone, and a perfect fifth 
below by the guitar. This type of voicing provides the line with color, without conveying a tonal 
progression. The transitional section (Ex. 7.2) acts as a send-off to solos.  
     
Example 7.2. Russell, “Witch Hunt,” reh. H  
 
Static voicing, M2, P4 
P4/P5-laden, 
open voicings 
unis. 
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 Russell’s attraction to the sound of stacked fourths and stacked fifths is rooted in the 
theory of the Lydian Chromatic Concept, which points to the unity of stacked of fifths as the 
basis for the tonality of the Lydian mode.2 This idea influenced his voicing techniques and 
allowed for the broad use of increased chromaticism via pantonality, without losing what Russell 
considered the harmonic “unity” of perfect fifths and fourths. The modern, contemporary sound 
of this static interval technique would later be heard in the music of Ornette Coleman 
(Harmolodic theory), Booker Little (“We Speak,” Out Front), Wayne Shorter (“Footprints,” 
Adam’s Apple and Miles Smiles), and others.  
 The Lydian Concept evolved from listening to fifths at the piano. As a theorist, Russell 
was fond of pointing out that the major pentatonic scale (in B: B, C♯, D♯, F♯, G♯) can be 
understood as a scale made up of a stack of five perfect fifths (B–F♯–C♯–G♯–D♯), while the 
Lydian scale is a stack of seven perfect fifths (B–F♯–C♯–G♯–D♯–A♯–E♯).  
 Russell’s music illustrates the idea of stacking five fifths to make a voicing. In the vamp at 
the end of “Fellow Delegates” (Ex. 7.3), he uses a static voicing with all five pitch-classes of a 
pentatonic scale. Built from the bottom up, the first of these verticalizations (labeled x in Ex. 7.3) 
is spelled C♯2–C♯3–G♯3–D♯4–B4–F♯5. The pitch collection is that of a B major pentatonic scale: B, 
C♯, D♯, F♯, G♯. 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                      
2 The notion that stacked fifths (C–G–D–A–E–B–F♯) derives the Lydian scale (C, D, E, F♯, G, A, B) was 
one of Russell’s foundational ideas. 
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Example 7.3. Russell, “Fellow Delegates,” ending vamp, showing pentatonic collections 
 
  
 Horizontally, each of the melodic lines is based on a collection of ascending perfect 
fourths. For example, the trumpet part contains the pitches B–E–A–D–G (G major pentatonic), 
and the right hand of the piano linearizes B major pentatonic (labeled y in Ex. 7.3). The use of 
pentatonic collections both vertically and horizontally lends Russell’s vamp a high degree of 
intervallic unity. The pitches B♭, F, and C are absent from this passage. 
 
 
7.2 Reharmonization and chord substitutions in a blues context 
 Duke Ellington was a master at updating the harmonies of the conventional blues chord 
structure, especially the cadence of the last four bars. That tradition continued in the composition 
and improvisation of Charlie Parker (“Blues for Alice”), Miles Davis (“Sippin’ at Bells), John 
Coltrane (“Mr. Knight”), Ornette Coleman (“The Turnaround”), and Joe Henderson 
x 
y 
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(“Isotope”)—all these players devised new progressions for the blues, based on their knowledge 
and interests. 
 The inventive harmonies implied in the final four measures of “Jack’s Blues” (discussed 
earlier in the context of blues melody) exemplify the kind of new methods that Russell was 
working with. As with the stacking of fifths in “Fellow Delegates,” Russell often used the circle of 
fifths as a visual map for conceiving tonality or tonic stations.3 
 The progression in “Jack’s Blues” (Ex. 7.4) tours the circle of fifths, beginning from A 
minor and moving all the way around and back in a clockwise direction (Fig. 7.1). The principle 
key centers that are tonicized on the downbeats form a symmetric key relationship leading back 
to the home key: F–D♭–A. This type of mediant key relationship is not foreign to jazz, but 
Russell’s use is sophisticated—and, as shown earlier, is coupled with a motivic/intervallic approach 
to blues melody in this passage.  
 
Example 7.4. Russell, “Jack’s Blues,” melody and harmony of final cadence of blues section 
 
 
                                                      
3 In the Lydian Chromatic Concepts class, Russell routinely illustrated that the tonic stations (B, E♭, and 
G) of John Coltrane’s 1959 composition “Giant Steps,” being equidistant, formed an equilateral triangle on 
a circle of fifths diagram.  
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 In an extended chain of dominant functioning chords—including tritone substitutions—
the root movement proceeds counterclockwise around the circle of fifths: 
 
Figure 7.1. Circle of fifths progression in “Jack’s Blues,” blues section 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
           (Sub for G♭) 
 
             
 
  
  
 
      (Sub for B♭)                (Sub for A♭) 
 
 
 
 Russell’s creativity with fifth-based progressions and voicings and his modal techniques 
of harmonization led him to develop his original sound and vocabulary. These techniques became 
the focus of his compositions, to the exclusion of common, conventional arranging techniques 
such as close-position voicings, voice-leading through chord progressions, and diatonic tertian 
harmonizations.  
 
7.3 Creation of new chord progressions compatible with improvised solos 
 Russell’s melodic sections (“heads” or “tunes,” in jazz parlance) do not frequently follow 
chord changes or chord symbols that are easily adapted to forms for improvised solos. His modal 
thematic choruses usually contain notated chords, but are only suggestive of transferable chord 
progressions. Therefore, his songs do not simply flow from melody chorus into the realm of 
Beginning 
here, and 
moving  
counter-
clockwise 
Am 
E♭ Maj7 
C7♯9 C7 
E7 
Bm7 
D♭ Maj7 
D7♯9 E7♯9 
F Maj7 
Gm7 
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conventional improvisation and back, the way most fifties small-group jazz does.4 To allow for 
conventional chord-based jazz improvisation, Russell composed tonal chord progressions that 
were inserted at the point in a piece where a solo was desired. 
 Russell’s harmonic thinking in these new solo forms incorporates some innovative and 
unique ideas related to modal orientation and the circle of fifths as a physical “map” of tonality. 
In “Round Johnny Rondo,” for example, the melody chorus (Ex. 7.5a and 7.5b) is not the basis 
for the solo improvisations. An analysis of the piece shows that the sixteen-measure A section of 
the melody does not contain a chord progression at all, but rather a rising and falling chromatic 
bass line beginning on G♯, and a horizontal riff-based melody based around E minor pentatonic.  
 
Example 7.5a. Russell, “Round Johnny Rondo,” melody chorus A section  
 
                                                      
4 Improvising soloists in most conventional fifties jazz performances would improvise on the same 
harmonic structure and framework established by the songs’ initial melody chorus, or “the form of the 
tune.” 
E minor (add M6) pentatonic 
melody (Alto/Piano) 
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 The bridge section (Ex. 7.5b, mm. 10–17) is based on a modal vamp of E Phrygian for 
seven measures, and then seventeen more bars of a pantonal development (Ex. 7.5b, mm. 18–
34) that leads back to a repeat of the A section (Ex. 7.5b, mm. 35–41). Overall, the melody 
chorus follows an AABA form (8–8–24–10), with the long B section understood as having two 
parts. 
 
Example 7.5b. Russell, “Round Johnny Rondo,” melody chorus B section 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
E Phr. vamp 
E♭m (Dorian) 
Em (Aeolian) 
Dm pent. 
Gm 
fragment 
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Example 7.5b. (cont.) 
 
 While it would have been possible to create a solo form based on the melody chorus, 
Russell has composed a new thirty-two-bar AABA song form that presents challenges to the 
improviser in the context of 1956 jazz. The A section of the new solo form is in E minor, and 
through step-wise root motion and related passing chords, the first four measure move from the 
home key of E minor to the subdominant (A minor). The second four measures are less 
conventional in terms of key relationships: moving from E minor to A♭ major, and then 
another major third up to C, which leads back to the iim7(♭5) V7(♯5) in E minor. 
F 
blues 
B min. 
G/F 
vamp 
stop- 
time 
before 
return 
to last 
A 
Final A 
section 
before 
solos 
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 The chord progression of the bridge section (Ex. 7.6) is made of two four-bar units as well, 
with the first tonicizing the key of B♭ through conventional ii7–V7–I. As a key center, B♭ is the 
tritone related key to E minor. For a bridge to begin with a ii7–V7 progression to the ♯IV key 
center flies in the face of standard harmonic practice of the time. Russell’s choice of this key was 
likely inspired by the ♯4 scale degree in the Lydian scale. 
 The second four bars of the bridge are an extended half-cadence tonicizing the dominant 
key area of B—albeit with typical bebop tritone substitutions (C7 and F7).5  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                      
5 A typical bebop tritone substitution replaces a dominant seventh chord functioning as V7 with a 
dominant seventh chord that is a tritone (three whole steps) away, and which shares the third and seventh 
of the functional chord. The result is a ♭II – I resolution, as in Dizzy Gillespie’s “A Night in Tunisia”: 
 
 “A Night in Tunisia” : | F7 / / / |  Em / / / | etc. 
      ♭II              I 
    
A tritone substitution can take the form as follows (with B7 substituting for F7): 
 
    | Cm7  / / /  |  F♯m7  /  B7  /  |  B♭Maj7 / / / | 
             (------F7------) 
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Example 7.6. Russell, “Round Johnny Rondo,” solo chorus form 
 
 Russell did not incorporate the striking E Phrygian modal vamp of the bridge (Ex. 7.5b, 
mm. 10–17) into the improvisation section. The short seven-measure vamp section itself is a 
premonition of the modal vamp found in Miles Davis’s “Milestones” (1958), which is said to 
have grown out of an evening Davis spent with Russell.6 The ensemble and piano voicings and 
pedal tone of the bass are suggestive of the same aesthetic as “Milestones” (Dorian and Aeolian 
modal vamps), and several other simple modal vamp-based jazz compositions associated with Bill 
Evans and Davis, including “All Blues” (Mixolydian), “So What” (Dorian), “Flamenco Sketches” 
(various) and the earlier “Peace Piece” (Ionian). 
 Russell used the chord progression to the jazz standard “I’ll Remember April” (Raye-
Johnson-de Paul) as the grounds for solo improvisation in “Concerto for Billy the Kid.” This 
allows the soloists (Evans and trumpeter Art Farmer) greater freedom and comfort than they 
                                                      
6 According to Eric Nisenson’s conversations with Russell. 
B♭ (♯IV): 
B (V): 
e (i): a (iv): 
e (i):                                  A♭ (III):                C (♭VI):                        e (i) 
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would be afforded by one of Russell’s more challenging progressions, but during the trumpet 
bridge section, Russell has dramatically re-harmonized the chord progression. 
  
Figure 7.2. Raye–Johnson–de Paul, “I’ll Remember April,” standard progression in key of F 
 
(A) || F (Maj7) F  F  F 
 Fm  Fm  Fm  Fm 
 Gm7  C7  Am7  D7(♭9) 
 Gm7  C7  F  F7 || 
(B) || B♭m7  E♭7  A♭  Fm7 
 B♭m7  E♭7  A♭  A♭ 
 Gm7  C7  F  F 
 Em7  A7(♭9) D  C7 || 
(A) || repeat of first 16 mm.     || 
 
 The new bridge section (Ex. 7.7) contains a doubling of the harmonic rhythm of the tune 
and makes use of many unexpected passing chords and substitutions. Russell also shows a 
preference for minor-seventh chords as passing chords. The root movement of the chord 
progression has a very scalar (step-wise) quality, rather than the original root motion based on 
perfect fifths (or ii7–V7 movement), which is typical of standard jazz chord changes. This 
stepwise modal approach to chord symbol notation will be discussed below in the analysis of 
“Knights of the Steamtable.” 
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Example 7.7. Russell, “Concerto for Billy the Kid.” Bridge (B) reharmonization, reh. O 
 
 
 
 The addition of chord-based solo forms to Russell’s modal compositions adds a level of 
complexity that challenges musicians. Russell understood contemporary jazz improvisers’ basic 
desire to solo both on familiar songs and challenging original chord progressions. Looking back 
on the Jazz Workshop period, Hal McKusick reflected on Russell’s intricate blend of written 
composition and space for improvisation: 
With real jazz listeners, real jazz musicians, jazz fans, and so on, and people who 
buy records, I found out more and more as the years pass, they really like you just 
to go up there and blow. They want to hear what you’re doing on the spot. Like 
Bird played whatever tune, and then went on and improvised. I mean that was it. 
The next time he did it, he wasn’t going to do it the same. 
 
But everybody has the right to their own feeling and opinion, and I think that 
probably one of the great contributions that George made was to show people how 
you could have multi-layered things, with line working against line...whether it 
was in a quartet, whether it was in a septet or sextet, and make it make sense, and 
make it hang together.7 
 
  For players like McKusick (and presumably Evans, Galbraith, and Farmer), improvising 
over standard chord progressions in Russell’s music raised their comfort level in a context which 
                                                      
7 Interview with author, August 24, 2008. 
Stepwise chord 
movement: 
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was otherwise very challenging. Playing a familiar solo form brought an authentic feeling of jazz 
improvisation that may have been impossible had Russell composed only original solo chorus 
forms. Beneath the surface of McKusick’s statement is his implication that masters like Charlie 
Parker—and Lester Young, whom he mentions elsewhere as his other main inspiration—were 
improvisers who chose to play the repertoire of jazz standards and did not tend to use intricate 
long-form compositions in performances.8 George Russell’s contribution as a composer allowed 
others to move ahead and explore new forms in improvisation. In leading jazz performances of 
today (2009), the available forms for improvisation often include contexts that eschew standard 
repertoire chord progressions in favor of more intricately composed accompaniment by the 
ensemble, or greater freedom for the musicians to create form spontaneously through group 
improvisation. 
 
 
                                                      
8 Author interview is found in Appendix G. 
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CHAPTER 8: OLD AND NEW FORMS 
 
 
 
I think that my music can best be summed up in terms of my belief that any valid new 
movement in jazz must be firmly rooted in the past. When the roots are plainly 
identifiable, there is a special excitement that comes with something being new and old 
music at the same time. 
 
—George Russell, notes to the sextet’s Stratusphunk (Riverside RLP 341, 1960) 
 
 Russell’s innovative modal conception of composition led him to new contexts and forms 
in jazz. In the liner notes to The Jazz Workshop, Russell quotes Gunther Schuller: “We must learn 
to think of form as a verb rather than a noun.” In the search for new forms, Russell’s early 1956 
commissions for Hal McKusick’s quartet followed a narrative storyline that created a structure of 
discernable movements. As Russell continued to lead his own sessions throughout 1956, he 
loosened his grip on this programmatic formalism and even returned, in some cases, to the 
conventional jazz head-solos-head form. Yet the bulk of the Jazz Workshop music does not rely 
on these prefigured plotlines or the cycling of traditional jazz music’s short forms. Corresponding 
to his modal conception of melody, Russell created new forms from a linear orientation; he 
juxtaposed segments of his innovative rhythmic, pantonal, and polymodal themes against 
segments that retain what he considered the more authentic feeling of modern jazz, with 
conventional chord-based improvisation and 4 swing. 
  
8.1 Experimenting with programmatic formalism 
 Max Harrison elucidated several traits of Russell’s in his 1983 essay “Rational Anthems” 
published in The Wire. Harrison cites in several Jazz Workshop pieces what he called Russell’s 
preoccupation with expressing several moods within the same piece. Examination of this trait in 
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Russell’s Jazz Workshop music shows the varying degrees to which Russell implemented changes 
in mood, through both strictly defined movements and his evolving technique of splicing 
contrasting segments together. 
 In “The Ballad of Hix Blewitt,” Russell conveys three moods in succinct form. He 
described the piece in liner notes as representing three personality traits of his late friend Hix 
Blewitt: “The West,” “The Blues,” and “Dixie.” The opening section features Hal McKusick’s 
flute, playing a folk-like C major pentatonic theme that suggests the neo-classic style of 
Stravinsky or Aaron Copland. This flute theme is accompanied by the variations on the pitch cell 
(A, B, C) from the guitar (Ex. 8.1). Russell avoids the use of a fourth scale degree in the key of C 
major (F, or F♯) in either flute or guitar part. 
 
Example 8.1. Russell, “The Ballad of Hix Blewitt,” (“The West,” mm. 1–14) 
 
  
 The second section (“The Blues”) features a notated piano solo in tone clusters on a 
twelve-bar blues form in C major, followed by a four-measure ending by the whole ensemble. The 
final, short “Dixie” section gives the feeling of early jazz ensemble polyphony, with Russellian 
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dissonance in the bitonal trumpet melody. The piece ends with an abbreviation of the opening 
“West” feeling. As the diagram of the ballad’s form shows (Fig. 8.1), this reprise is about half the 
length of the first section, and the “Dixie” section is merely a brief episode that runs its course 
and transitions back to the Tempo I. 
 
  
Figure 8.1. Structure of  “The Ballad of Hix Blewitt” 
  
 Slow (straight eights) 
  “The West”     19 mm. 
 Slow Blues (triplet subdivision) 
  “The Blues”     17 mm. 
 Medium Two-beat Dixieland Feel 
  “Dixie”     4 mm. 
 Tempo I 
  “The West”     9 mm. 
 
 In “Miss Clara” (commissioned for McKusick’s session of April 4, 1956), Russell has also 
composed a piece that captures three moods. This piece does not recapitulate the opening mood at 
its end; it ends in a different place than it began. This shows Russell was thinking in terms of a 
suite idea, yet exploring forms that are not circular. For a jazz composer to avoid the use of the 
opening material at the end of a composition implies a new paradigm, in which the composition 
itself has evolved and does not require a repetition to add finality. 
 
Figure 8.2. Rhythmic feel changes in “Miss Clara” 
 Medium Two-beat “Dixieland” Feel 
       14 mm. 
 Afro-Latin W8 
       14 mm. 
 Swing  
       83 mm. 
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 Eric Thacker wrote that in the Jazz Workshop music, Russell “seems almost as keen as 
Ellington to convey mood and scene.”1 Indeed, Russell’s seven-minute masterpiece “The Day 
John Brown Was Hanged” tells the story of the December 2, 1859, hanging of white abolitionist 
John Brown (b. 1800–d. 1859), the man convicted of treason for leading a group of twenty-one 
men—five black and sixteen white—on a raid of the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia. 
Brown’s legendary raid was an effort to begin a war in Virginia to end slavery, and although the 
immediate effort failed, the event became an important step toward the American Civil War. 
Russell’s short poem provides the narrative arch of his piece: 
 
The day John Brown was hanged, 
Some did a dance, 
Some wailed the blues.... 
 
 John Brown was a controversial figure in his day, condemned by Lincoln for his 
treasonous killings, but praised by Emerson and Thoreau. To Russell in 1956, Brown’s story 
provided a model to compose an extended piece that delved into the drama from multiple points 
of view (“Some did a dance, / Some wailed the blues”). Russell conveys the changes in “mood and 
scene”—from anxious anticipation of the hanging, to a somber hymn (“John Brown’s Body”), to 
a dance (“They Do a Dance in Dixie”) that morphs into the blues wail—all with dark and eerie 
overtones. 
  
 
 
 
 
                                                      
1 Max Harrison, Stuart Nicholson, and Eric Thacker, The Essential Jazz Records: Vol. 2, Modernism to 
Postmodernism (London: Mansell, 1999), 416. 
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Figure 8.3. Formal structure of “The Day John Brown Was Hanged” 
 
 
 Fast 4  (256 =  )      
  “The Hanging” [A, B, C]   45 mm.  
 
 Slow  (52 =  , and slower) (marked 60 =  in score) 
  “John Brown’s Body” [D, E, F]  28 mm. 
 
 Accel. (138 =  ) (marked 168 =  in score) 
  “They Do a Dance in Dixie” [G, H]  23 mm. 
  Dance [I, J] 
  Development to Blues [K, L, M, N, O (O = K mm. 1-6)] 
 
 Slow (Tempo 2) 
  “John Brown’s Body” [P, Q (Q= F)] 
  
 Fast (Tempo 2) 
  [R (= Tempo 1)] 
  [S, T, U, V (= B, C, B1, C1)] (Ending present in alternate take) 
  
  
 The opening section, “The Hanging,” uses a combination of bitonality and polymodality 
to convey a feeling of nervous anticipation, as discussed in chapter 5. The second section borrows 
the “Battle Hymn of the Republic” (a.k.a. “John Brown’s Body”), and places it in a pantonal 
context of three tonalities (Ex. 8.1). While the guitar is playing the tune in A major over a bass 
line in F major, the alto saxophone is playing in a D blues tonality high above. Note that the bass 
also avoids the pitch D within F major, until the end. 
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Example 8.2. Russell, “The Day John Brown Was Hanged,” reh. E 
 
 The long middle section—marked “They Do a Dance in Dixie” in the composer’s score—
gradually transitions from a dance representing those southerners happy with the death of John 
Brown (the alto improvises on conventional chord changes, in a swing context), to a modally 
devised blues wail representing emotions of outrage, fear, and sadness. Russell’s use of the quartet 
d: blues 
A: tune 
F: bass 
line 
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to convey these moods covers broad techniques, particularly for the guitar, which acts as variously 
as accompaniment, melody, and improvisation. 
 The blues dance develops to a peak reached at letter M (Ex. 8.2), where Russell’s use of 
triple meter brings the blues to a climax. Melodically, this section is in the D Dorian mode with 
emphasis on the blues scale, but the bass note G implies Mixolydian. Only in measures 5 through 
8 does the bass change to D. The bitonal effect of E♭ minor blues over G Mixolydian is seen in 
measures 10 through 13, before reaching the V7 of D minor in measures 15 and 16. 
 
Example 8.3. Russell, “The Day John Brown Was Hanged” reh. M  
 
Dm blues/pent. over G bass 
Dm over D 
bass 
E♭m 
and 
Dm 
over 
G 
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 The arch form of the suite is concluded with a return of the “John Brown’s Body” 
pantonal section (F♯ blues and F♯ Lydian over F Mixolydian) and the opening motive. It is 
important to note that the master take of the piece does not contain the same ending as the 
longer, alternate take, which follows Russell’s score. It is possible that because of time 
considerations, the piece on the album was kept to just over seven minutes, as opposed to almost 
eight of the alternate take. 
 “The Day John Brown Was Hanged” has many moods yet achieves great structural 
coherence through the relationship of modes and themes. For Russell, the piece represents a move 
to a new level of formal structure. Such a large-scale formal plan combining different tempos was 
not found in his Jazz Workshop period work again. Even so, this innovative piece informs and 
influences many of the works that followed.  
 
8.2 Updating bebop formalism 
 After the success of the first session for McKusick, Russell was offered a deal by Jack Lewis 
to record his own Jazz Workshop sessions for RCA Victor. The first of Russell’s three sessions took 
place March 31, 1956, and the first piece recorded that day was “Ezz-thetic” (1948). Russell and 
producer Jack Lewis chose to record “Ezz-thetic” for several reasons. It was Russell’s earliest and 
best-known piece for jazz combo, thanks to Lee Kontiz’s sextet version with Davis, and Parker’s 
live performances with strings that likely occurred in 1951 or 1952. Russell’s own recording of 
“Ezz-thetic” in a new definitive version for the major RCA Victor label—and in the context of his 
other brand new work—announced that he was a fully developed jazz combo composer ready to 
make his debut as a leader with a polished band. 
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 Russell’s new 1956 arrangement contains all the formal conventions of bebop, but with 
significantly deeper levels of detail. The use of bebop structure is clear: after a short introduction, 
the theme—based on the chord structure of an existing standard, in this case Cole Porter’s “Love 
for Sale”—is played in unison while the rhythm section plays 4 swing, and outlines the harmonic 
progression. Following the bebop-like linear theme, members of the ensemble play solos on the 
modally reworked sixty-four-bar chord progression.2 The horns play a send-off that leads into the 
final soloist’s turn. To end, a truncated return to the melody is followed by a repeat of the 
introduction material, the last note of which is held out while players improvise fills on the final 
Cm11 chord.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                      
2 Russell made the progression “modal” by recomposing the first eight measures into eight measures of  C 
minor, rather than the common jazz changes: 
 
  | F9   | F9   | Cm6/9 | Cm6/9 | 
   [IV]       [I] 
  | F9   | F9   | Cm6/9 | Cm6/9 | 
   [IV]       [I] 
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Figure 8.4. Russell, “Ezz-thetic” (1956 vers.), outline showing bebop formal structure 
 Section       No. of Measures  
 Introduction 
  Tpt./As./Gtr. melodic line on C-Dorian (in 4ths) 10 (4) 
 
 Main Theme 
 (Form: “Love for Sale,” C. Porter, A–A–B–A, 16 mm. ea.) 
  Tpt./As. unis. melody 
  Gtr./Pno. written and chords comp.   64 
 
 Improvised Solo Chorus 
  Piano       64 
  Trumpet      64 
  Alto Sax.      64 
 
 Send-off/Solos cont. 
  Send-off      8 (4) 
  Guitar solo (mm. 9-16 of A-section)   8 (4) 
  Send-off      8 (4) 
  Guitar solo (mm. 9-16 of A-section)   8 (4) 
  Guitar solo (B–section, mm. 1-4)   4 
  Alto solo (B–section, mm. 5-8)    4 
  Guitar solo (B-section, mm. 9-16)   8 
         
 Main Theme Return 
  Tpt./As. unis. melody (A–section)   16 
 
 Introduction/Ending      10 
         (340 total) 
 
 While the performance is based on the common bebop format, the level of compositional 
detail beneath the surface reveals Russell’s new thinking of 1956. This new arrangement uses a 
send-off section not found in the Konitz 1951 version, and incorporates the polymodal 
organization of Russell’s developing conception.  
 The old 1951 send-off (Ex. 8.3) hinges on a sophisticated vertical harmonic idea, with 
stacks of chords that contain dissonances such as altered and unaltered ninths and thirteenths 
together on dominant-seventh chords (F7 and C7, as indicated).  
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Example 8.4. Russell, “Ezz-thetic,” send-off circa 1949–1951 (Konitz and Parker vers.) 
 
 The new send-off on The Jazz Workshop (Ex. 8.4) juxtaposes the C blues scale in the 
trumpet/alto part against a fragment of the C Lydian diminished mode, beginning on D (D, E♭, 
F♯, G) in measures 5 through 8. This change from vertical to horizontal thinking shows Russell’s 
progression from complex chord structures toward more complex linear organization. Russell was 
moving in the modal direction, and the passage is now streamlined. 
 
Example 8.5. Russell, “Ezz-thetic,” send-off before guitar solo (1956 version) 
 
  
F7 C7 F7 C7 
F7 C7 F7 C7 
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 With the aid of the piano part (Fig. 8.5) taken from the arrangement for strings of “Ezz-
thetic” that Russell wrote for Parker to play around 1951, it is possible to examine other 
innovative departures from the standard bebop practice, as well as to see Russell’s harmonic sketch 
used for improvisation. While written several years earlier than 1956, this piano part still 
represents the form on The Jazz Workshop. 
 In the introduction, the piano voicing for the Cm7 chord is a cluster containing the 
pitches C, D, E♭, G, A, B♭, and C. By specifying the voicing and adding the sixth and ninth to 
the minor seven chord, Russell defines the entire mode of C Dorian. 
 The song is much more than simply a bebop line accompanied by chord changes, it is a 
composition that vitally integrates a composed accompaniment during the theme chorus and 
interludes. At letter A in the piano part on the version heard on The Jazz Workshop is the chordal 
accompaniment figure played by the piano and guitar, notated without the use of chord symbols. 
This part contributes to the composition in a remarkable way, because it conveys the vertical 
harmony that the melodic line is heard over. Without this part, “Ezz-thetic” would only be a 
dissonant and angular line. As it is, “Ezz-thetic” integrates the rhythm section and lead voices in 
a much more intricate way.  
 Letter B in the score shows Russell’s conception of the chord changes for the improvised 
choruses. The alterations to the C minor chord in the first eighth measures of the progression 
display a voice-leading that follows C–B–B♭–A–B♭–A–G♯–G. In the second eight measures of 
the A section, Russell’s harmonic ideas are conveyed through the use of chord symbols with bass 
notes. In the case of A♭m6 shown over the bass note F and Fm6 shown over the bass note D, 
Russell is indicating the use of what we now usually call Fm7(♭5) and Dm7(♭5) chords. Russell’s 
indications of the changes here, and throughout the progression, leave no room for error. He has 
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indicated the chord symbol and bass line. His method of writing the first bass note followed by 
slashes is interesting, and may have been written in order to aid those who did not read chord 
symbols well. 
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Figure 8.5. Russell, “Ezz-thetic,” piano part, ca. 1950 
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Figure 8.5. (cont.) 
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 Russell continued to enlarge the “head-solos-head” form through the use of more 
composed introductions and interludes with “Round Johnny Rondo” and “Witch Hunt” from the 
October 17, 1956, session. Both pieces used new chord progressions as the basis for solos, because 
the melody sections did not imply chord progressions due to their modal origins. The formal 
outlines below show the integration of increasing amounts of written material that still allows for 
solo space for members of the ensemble. In “Round Johnny Rondo,” a more extended 
introduction and an extended bridge are added. These features lend weight to the composed 
portion of the piece without avoiding the main body of improvised choruses. 
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Figure 8.6. Russell, “Round Johnny Rondo,” formal outline 
 Structural Component     No. of Measures  
 Introduction 
  Dr., Bs. Gtr.      10 (4) 
  Add Tpt., A.S., Pno.     12 
 
 Theme Chorus 
 (Form: A–A–B–C–A) 
  A–A (Main theme, Riff)    16 
  B (Second theme, Pedal point)   7 
  C (restates Introduction material)   17 (last m. 4) 
  A (Main theme)     10 (4, m. 7 is 4) 
          
 Improvised Solo Choruses 
 (Form: A–A–B–A, 8 mm. ea.) 
  Alto Sax.      32 (4) 
  Trumpet      32 
  Piano       32 
 
 Send-off/Solos cont. 
  Send-off,      4 
  Guitar solo (mm. 5-8 of A-section)   4 
  Send-off      4 
  Guitar solo (mm. 5-8 of A-section)   4 
 
 Main Theme Return (B–C–A, as before) 
  B       7 
  C       17 (last m. 4) 
  A (last m. is Coda)     8 (4, m. 7 is 4) 
         (216 total) 
 
 
8.3 Russell’s new approach: segmented form 
 “Witch Hunt” represents an even further departure from the bebop formal conventions. 
Its swinging chord change-based solo form does not resemble any of the other composed 
sections. Neither the introduction, with its staggered and dissonant blues phrases, nor the highly 
chromatic and panmodal melody section shown earlier in example 5.5 and 5.6, relates directly in 
feeling to the ebullient interludes (shown in example 7.2) that set up and launch the solos. From 
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the introduction to the main theme, send-off, and solos, each section has its own character and 
feeling, the hallmark of this type of segmented form.3  
 
Figure 8.7. Russell, “Witch Hunt,” formal outline 
 Structural Component     No. of Measures 
 Introduction 
  Trumpet theme w/ ens.    34 (4, last m. is 4) 
  
 Main Theme 
  A.S./Gtr. theme over ostinato    40 (4) 
 
 Transition/Send-off to Solos    17 (m. 5 is 2) 
  
 Improvised Solo Choruses (new form A–B, 16 mm., 18 mm.) 
  Alto Sax.      34 (4) 
  Piano       34 
 
 Transition/Send-off to Solo     12 
  
 Improvised Solo Chorus (as before)        
 Trumpet       34 
 
 Transition       14 (m. 6 is 2) 
 
 Main Theme Return      12 
 
 Introduction/Ending   
  Trumpet theme w/ ens.    33 (4) 
         (264 total)  
 
 In “Concerto for Billy the Kid,” Russell developed his modal material through various 
procedures, and when time for solo improvisation was needed in the arrangement, he added a 
solo section based on a tonal chord progression (“I’ll Remember April”). Again we see that the 
                                                      
3 The solo changes for “Witch Hunt” are shown at the conclusion of this chapter, as supplemental 
example 8.6. 
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written thematic portion of the composition is not used as the basis for the improvisation in 
Russell’s Jazz Workshop music.  
 In “Concerto for Billy the Kid,” Russell’s introduction and ensuing melody chords are 
followed by the composed Latin soli discussed earlier in the chapter on melody. This soli section is 
followed by an interlude that leads to the solos on a new form (“I’ll Remember April”). This idea 
seems rather new in jazz composition, because the development up to that point was not based 
on those chords or melody. Following the solos, the interlude and main themes return to end the 
piece. This is an example of Russell unraveling the traditional correlation between theme and 
improvisation. 
 
Figure 8.8. Russell, “Concerto for Billy the Kid,” formal outline 
 
 Structural Component     No. of Measures 
 Introduction: Samba/ostinato w/ building ens. lines) 30 (4) 
  
 Main Theme: Tpt./A.S. unis. theme (w/ Samba/ostinato)  59 
 
 Soli:  (1) composed piano solo (32 mm.) 
  (2) Tpt./A.S. unis. repeat of piano solo  64 
 
 Interlude #1 (11 mm.) and Send-off (8 mm.)   19 
 
 Improvised Solo Choruses 
 (Form: “I’ll Remember April,” Raye–Johnson–de Paul, 
 A–B–A, ea. section 16 mm.) 
  Piano Solo: 
   (1st chorus) Stop-time  
   (2nd chorus) 4 swing (Interlude #2) 
   (3rd chorus) First A-section:   112 
  Trumpet Solo: 
   (3rd chorus) B-section:      
   (3rd chorus) Half of final A-section:  24 
 
 Interlude #3 (6 mm.) 
 Main Themes Return w/ Samba/ostinato (11 mm.) 25 
         (333 mm. total) 
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 Russell’s writing for large ensembles in 1947–1949, his self-study and lessons with Stefan 
Wolpe, and the process of completing the Lydian Concept (1950–1953), gave him the vision and 
technical command to write works for small jazz combos that incorporate a wide range of musical 
material and move beyond the common jazz practice of a lead-sheet approach found in post-
bebop jazz. Russell’s use of conventional head-solos-head approach is rare, and his use of suite-like 
form appears only in select compositions, especially those for McKusick. The majority of Russell’s 
Jazz Workshop pieces follow this segmented form model that he established. The pieces here have 
a feeling of gradually evolving, rather than cycling through the same repeating short forms 
(blues, AABA, etc.). Without ignoring traditional jazz approach to form, Russell experimented 
with forms with discernable movements, and then found a path that kept continuity and flow of 
mood. 
 The range of formal categories in the Jazz Workshop music is illustrated in the following 
diagram (Fig. 8.9). This model is a useful tool for understanding his works, and most of them fall 
clearly into one category or another. 
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Figure 8.9. Three formal types in Russell’s Jazz Workshop music 
 
1. 
Bebop Form:      “Ezz-thetic”     
Repeating short forms,     
AABA, or 12-bar blues.        
Improvising on standard, circular form. 
 
2. 
Suite Form,      “The Day John Brown Was Hanged” 
Clear separation of movements.   “Lydian Lullaby” 
Different dances,     “Jack’s Blues”* 
tempos, scenes.     “The Ballad of Hix Blewitt”   
    
3. 
Segmented Form:     “Miss Clara” 
Sections of different feeling,    “Fellow Delegates” 
contributing to one     “Knights of the Steamtable” 
linear development of sections.   “Concerto for Billy the Kid”* 
(as in Ragtime, March, or Variations)   “Night Sound” 
       “Witch Hunt”* 
       “Round Johnny Rondo”* 
       “Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub”* 
       “Livingstone I Presume” 
       “The Sad Sergeant” 
 
 
*Includes solo sections based on a recurring short form 
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Supplemental example from p. 122 
Example 8.6. Solo chord changes to “Witch Hunt”  
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CHAPTER 9: STUDY OF “KNIGHTS OF THE STEAMTABLE” (1956): 
Modal motives and harmonic content in a through-composed piece 
 
 This chapter is a study of the score of “Knights of the Steamtable,” a swinging, blues-
oriented piece that is accessible and jovial on the surface, but anchored by a complex modal 
organization.1 The investigation of a single representative piece from The Jazz Workshop is 
needed at this juncture to show how Russell worked from beginning to end—and in this case, to 
show how the elements of modal melodicism and harmonic progressions contribute to the 
uniqueness of a single piece. This Russell composition has not received attention by other writers, 
yet it clearly contains the methods central to his work of this period.2 “Knights of the Steamtable” 
is representative, yet unexamined. 
 The purpose of the present analysis is to track two key components that are essential to 
the imaginative brilliance of this piece: 1) transposition of two simple modal motives through 
various contexts, and 2) the harmonic progressions of the improvised development sections, 
which create ever new contrasts. These melodic and harmonic elements contribute to the 
“segmented” formal structure (shown in previous chapter) that makes this piece continually 
fascinating as it unfolds in unexpected directions. 
 
 
 
 
                                                      
1 The full score is included throughout the chapter’s analysis in order to facilitate an understanding of the 
piece as a whole. The score was lent to the author by the composer, for the purposes of this study. 
2 Writers have tended to concentrate more on the works that feature McKusick or Bill Evans heavily, and 
those that have been played more often. 
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9.1 Overview of piece 
 “Knights of the Steamtable” was composed in 1956 and recorded at the fifth and final 
session Russell participated in for RCA Victor. The session was his third as a leader, and concluded 
the effort that made The Jazz Workshop. Given the piece’s position late in the process of making 
the album, and assuming it was composed rather late in the process, it is not surprising that it 
brings together many of the methods Russell explored at this time. In the liner notes, Russell 
dedicated the piece to “the countermen of Local 1199, Retail Drug Workers Union, of which I am 
a member.”3 Russell added that the theme in this piece “is given the freedom to develop as it 
wishes,” suggesting the diverse developments therein. 
 In formal structure, the piece masterfully strings together eight unique composed sections 
(segments) of twelve to seventeen measures, before the final section briefly borrows previous 
material to fashion an ending. In the following outline of form (Fig. 9.1), three related sections 
(A–C) develop two modal themes through stop-time breaks and swing feel. A contrasting middle 
section (D–G) links chord-based passages that lead to piano and trumpet solos. A dissonant and 
climactic tutti shout-chorus (H) section leads to a short recapitulation of two fragments of the 
theme (from B and C), and the piece finishes with a new four-bar ending. 
 
 
 
                                                      
3 The score—transposed—is for trumpet, alto saxophone, guitar, piano, bass, and drums. The piece has 
117 measures, and nine sections marked rehearsal letter A–I in score. The indicated tempo is 192 beats per 
minute. The track on the album lasts two minutes and thirty-four seconds (2:34). Similarly to other Jazz 
Workshop period manuscripts, the pencil-written score consisted of four pages of 17 x 11 standard big-
band style manuscript paper (5-5-4-4, with pre-printed bar lines, staffs, and clefs). Russell turned this 
paper upside down to notate his score, which facilitated writing of three systems per page for the sextet 
instrumentation. 
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Figure 9.1. Outline of sections in “Knights of the Steamtable” 
 Reh. Measure no.  Main event  Rhythmic feel 
 A (mm. 1–12)  Modal motives Breaks and swing  
 B (mm. 13–27)  Modal motives Swing  
 C (mm. 28–39)  Modal motives Breaks and swing 
 D (mm. 40–51)  Chordal passage Swing  
 E  (mm. 52–63)  Piano solo  Swing  
 F  (mm. 63–79)  Trumpet solo  Swing  
 G (mm. 80–96)  Trumpet solo  Rhumba  
 H  (mm. 97–102)  Ensemble climax  Swing 
 I  (mm. 103–117) B & C motives, Swing and breaks 
     ending 
 
  
 Russell wrote that the theme is stated in the beginning. In actuality, Russell’s theme here 
consists of two parts, one based on a B♭ blues scale, and one based on four notes that imply a 
parent D♭ Lydian mode (G, A♭, B♭, D♭). Here again, the juxtaposition of the familiar blues scale 
and the fundamental Lydian sound so central to Russell’s music is found. The modal (blues and 
Lydian) nature of each motive allows each to be transposed around the circle of fifths. As we will 
see in this piece, each motive is subjected to Russell’s modal method that creates polymodality and 
pantonality. The (simple) transposition and overlapping of the motives is clear in this 
composition going forward. 
 The first of the two motives, the B♭ minor blues motive (Ex. 9.1), is a line of eight 
eighth-notes that encompass the range of a major seventh, through step-wise movement on a 
blues scale. After the oscillation around the highest point in the line (E♭–D♭–E♭), it proceeds 
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with a falling segment (E♭–D♭–B♭–A♭–F♭) before rising to the final F. Notwithstanding the 
short directional changes in the line, the overall gesture of the line is downward. The memorable 
line has a natural, easygoing blues quality to it. 
 
Example 9.1. Blues motive (in key of B♭ blues), “Knights of the Steamtable” 
 
 Equally memorable, even catchy, the D♭ Lydian motive (mm. 6–7) is an eighth-note line 
of seven step-wise pitches that rise and fall symmetrically on a Lydian scale. The range of the line 
encompasses a tritone interval, which is characteristic of the Lydian mode’s sound. The line 
begins and ends on the raised fourth scale degree of the Lydian mode, further establishing the 
Lydian quality. The line does not contain E♭, F, or C (in D♭ Lydian), and the pitches E♭ and F 
are prominent in the blues motive in B♭. This fact links the motives, and they contain an overall 
pitch collection: D♭, E♭, E, F, G, A♭, B♭. 
 
Example 9.2. Lydian motive (in D♭), “Knights of the Steamtable” 
 
 The two lines complement each other well. Both are constructed of eighth-notes, they are 
about the same length, and they share three common tones (D♭–B♭–A♭). In terms of range, the 
D♭ Lydian motive fits comfortably within the range of the larger B♭ blues motive. Together, 
they form the only recurring melodic material in this piece. 
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9.2 Thematic exposition of sections A, B, and C 
 In section A (Fig 9.3), each of these above motives is introduced separately, with the B♭ 
blues motive appearing in measures 1 through 5. In the second half, the D♭ Lydian motive 
appears in measures 6 through 12, and also a fourth higher in G♭ Lydian in measures 8 
through12. The broken feel in the rhythm section allows these motives to be introduced in a 
soloistic fashion, with the various motives jumping out from all four melodic voices of the 
ensemble, guitar, piano, alto saxophone, and trumpet. The overall tonality of the section is B♭ 
minor. 
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Example 9.3. Russell, “Knights of the Steamtable,” reh. A 
 
 
 
 
B♭ blues 
 
D♭ Lydian 
 
G♭ Lydian 
 
Motives are indicated throughout with their 
modal center (a pitch), and type of motive 
(either blues or Lydian)[i.e. B♭ blues means the 
blues motive is heard in the mode built on B♭) 
 
(prolongation of the blues theme) 
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 In the second section, rehearsal B (Ex. 9.4), the two motives are combined in an 
overlapping way over 4 swing, and the feeling in the music changes to an easygoing walking 
feeling. Through transposition of both motives, a polymodal situation is created over a walking 
bass line that moves up and down a D♭ chromatic scale with no chordal accompaniment. This is 
the innovative polymodal style Russell originated based on the Concept, and shown earlier in the 
“Witch Hunt” examples over chromatic bass line (chapter 5, Ex. 5.6). The change in feel and 
organization of motives contrasts the stop-time feel of rehearsal section A. The motives occur in 
the following key areas in section B: 
 
Figure 9.2. Blues and Lydian motives in B section of “Knights of the Steamtable”
 Blues motive beginning on: 
  B♭ (mm. 13–14) 
  A♭ (mm. 17) 
  G♭ (mm. 18–19) 
  G (mm. 19–20) 
 
 
Lydian motive on: 
 B (mm. 14–17, 20–21) 
 E (mm. 21–23) 
 D♭ (mm. 22–23) 
 G♭ (mm. 24–25) 
 B (mm. 24–25, 25–27) 
 E (mm. 26–27) 
  
 Note above that the blues motives are based on a group of key areas that descend by step: 
B♭, A♭, G, and G♭ (omitting A, a key area that will feature prominently in future sections). 
Contrastingly, the Lydian motives are related by a ladder of descending fifths: E, B, G♭, D♭. This 
shows that the various linkages between motives and modes within Russell’s polymodal section 
are related stepwise and by fifths. 
stepwise 
5ths 
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Example 9.4. Russell, “Knights of the Steamtable,” reh. B 
 
  
 The third and final section of the thematic exposition (C) (Ex. 9.6) changes back to the 
stop-time feel found at the opening (A), but introduces the solo voice of the trumpet in the stop-
B♭ bl. 
 
A♭ bl. 
 
B Lyd. 
 
G♭ 
bl. 
 
G bl. 
 
B Lyd. 
 D♭ Lyd.  
E Lyd. 
 
B Lyd. 
 
G♭ Lyd. 
 
E Lyd. 
 
E Lyd. 
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time breaks, which will become an improvising soloist later in the piece. The trumpet plays the 
B♭ blues motive and the B Lydian motive in the breaks in the first half of the section (Ex. 9.5). 
The juxtaposition of these two motives displays a synthesis of the A section and the B section key 
centers, for the A section is based on the B♭ blues motive, and the B Lydian motive features 
prominently throughout rehearsal B. The introduction of the solo trumpet leads naturally to the 
featured trumpet solo at F and G.  
 
Example 9.5. Russell, “Knights of the Steamtable,” trumpet, reh. C, mm. 28–32  
 
  
 To end the final section (C), measures 33–35, are borrowed from the A section (mm. 9-
11), but the last four measures move to new modal territory of D Dorian. Here, a “Rhumba” feel 
indicated in the drum part—which will recur prominently at G—contrasts both the swing and 
stop-time feels that have been the essential moods. The restrained and blues-oriented thematic 
section has come to a close, and the focus of attention now moves to the rhythm section alone. 
The shift in harmonic color to the fresh sounding modal area of D Dorian also signals the end of 
the A–B–C exposition, and announces the move to the contrasts and developments in D through 
H. 
B Lydian - - - -  B♭ blues - - - - - - -   B Lydian - - - -  
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Example 9.6. Russell, “Knights of the Steamtable,” reh. C 
 
 
 
 
B Lyd. 
 
B♭ bl. 
 
B Lyd. 
 
D♭ Lydian 
 
G♭ Lydian 
 
x 
 
x 
 
D Dorian 
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9.3 Chordal and improvised development sections D–H   
 The introduction of constant chordal comping in 4 swing at rehearsal D (Ex. 9.7) shifts 
the mood away from the melodic nature of the piece thus far. The chordal soli played by guitar, 
piano, bass, and drums are based on step-wise passing minor seventh chords—chords we have 
seen Russell’s preference for in the “Concerto for Billy the Kid” bridge reharmonization (chapter 
7, Ex. 7.7)—and makes occasional references to functional harmony, such as the ii7–V7 
progression (Ex. 9.7, mm. 42–43). The mostly non-functional sequence of chords in measures 40 
to 47 show a resolving tendency to the unused keys of D minor, F major, and A minor. The 
upper voice of the chordal comping references F Lydian in measures 40 to 43, providing a 
melodic order away from the earlier D♭-major/B♭-minor key area. The trumpet and alto unison 
line in measures 48 to 51 references a D Lydian pitch collection, also removed from previous 
tonic areas. All of these new chords, new key areas, and new modes establish this section as a fresh 
development. The development will continue to go in many different and contrasting directions 
in the sections that follow, as improvisation and bitonality are introduced.  
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Example 9.7. Russell, “Knights of the Steamtable,” reh. D 
 
 Developing out of this new harmonic territory, the first solo entrance is by the piano at 
rehearsal E (Ex. 9.8). The section is marked “A m blues” for four measures in the piano part, while 
the bass walks a written part of a chromatically enhanced A minor scale. Evans’s solo is only four 
passing  
min. 7th chords  
 
D: 
iii – VI – ii – V 
 
passing  
min. 7th chords  
 
closely related 
chords (C/a) 
 
D Lydian (w/ chromatic additions) 
 
passing  
min. 7th chords  
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measures, but establishes the A minor tonality and adds a touch of improvised feeling. The rest of 
the section sets up the lively trumpet solo break leading to the next section of improvisation. 
 
Example 9.8. Russell, “Knights of the Steamtable,” reh. E 
  
E♭ aux. dim. 
 
A min. pent. (blues) 
 
D Dorian/E bass (E Phrygian) 
 
D Lydian 
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 The trumpet solo at rehearsal F (Ex. 9.11) unfolds over a tonal chord progression that 
begins in A minor, but ends in the tonality of A major. The very existence of a progression is a 
change in the musical feeling of the piece thus far, as there have been no extended sequences of 
conventional chords. The progression itself includes some functional sequences that present 
challenges to the improviser (Art Farmer) through substitutions and use of remote key areas.1 
Within the context of A minor, the sequence in measures 68 to 71 resolves to the distant key of 
the supertonic—B major—in an unorthodox and surprising way. 
 
Example 9.9. Progression in mm. 68–71, “Knight of the Steamtable” 
 [a:]   [harmonic ambiguity suggestive of F/d:]                [II:]   
Am7     D7   |    Gm7     F♯7(♭5)   |    Em7(♭5)     Fm7    |    Am7     E♭7(♭5)    |    BMaj7 
 
 Another example of Russell’s inventive and challenging harmony is the sequence of 
chords in measures 74 to 79. Here, an extended sequence moves around the circle of fifths, 
beginning on iim7 of ♯IV in A major. Sequences beginning on iim7(♭5) of III were becoming 
more common in jazz repertoire with songs like Dizzy Gillespie’s “Woody in You.” Sequences 
beginning on ♭VI are less common, but follow the same idea. The progression follows with a 
series of altered minor and dominant chords, and notably replaces F9♯11 (circled in Ex. 9.11) for 
the expected E7 before the resolution: 
 
Example 9.10. Progression in mm. 74–79, “Knights of the Steamtable” 
[A:][♯IV:]  [III:]     [II:]          [I:] 
Fm7  B♭7♯5 |  E♭7♯9 A♭7♯5 |  D♭m7  G♭7♯9  | Bm7(♭5)  F9♯11 | AMaj7 C7 | FMaj   E7♯5 
                                                      
1 Farmer noted that Bill Evans himself rose to the challenge: Farmer said, “The more difficult the music 
was, the more he made of it. He could deal with the weirdest chord changes and really respond to a 
challenge” (Pettinger, 34).  
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Example 9.11. Russell, “Knights of the Steamtable,” reh. F 
 
  
 Letter G (Ex. 9.12) represents another moment of calculated synthesis in the 
composition. Russell combines the two regional tonic stations (B♭ minor and A minor) of the 
chain of extended ii7–V7, 
 progression resolving to A major 
 
unusual sequence, resolving 
to a distant key area 
(supertonic in minor key) 
 
stepwise chord sequence (A minor) 
 
I – ♭III        ♭VI  – V7 
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piece thus far into a pantonal vamp: as the trumpet continues to improvise in the key center of A 
minor blues, the riff played by the guitar and alto in unison conveys a B♭ minor blues tonality. 
The bass ostinato in this section centers on the pitch D, with use of C♯ and D♯ that obscures the 
D tonality. The result is a polytonal section that incorporates the two predominating tonalities of 
the composition, A minor and B♭ minor, over a D pedal with the earlier occurring Rhumba feel. 
This unique and purely Russellian section concludes the improvised development up to this point, 
and leads into the single climactic ensemble moment of the piece. 
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Example 9.12. Russell, “Knights of the Steamtable,” reh. G 
  
 
 Rehearsal H (Ex. 9.14) changes the flow of the composition away from improvisation and 
back to ensemble playing. The dissonant tutti section gives a climactic feel to the developments 
B♭ blues 
 
 
A blues 
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thus far, and integrates the blues theme (measures 100 and 101) as it leads into the reiteration of 
parts of the thematic recapitulation. 
 The harmonization technique at measures 97 and 98 of letter H (the aforementioned tutti 
section) alternates intervallic shapes built on P4/P4 and P4/TT (Ex. 9.13), with those built on two 
P4 intervals in measure 99. The upper voice (trumpet) is absolute to the B♭ Lydian mode for the 
first two measures, and D Dorian for the third. In the third bar, all voices are harmonized 
diatonically to D Dorian. This section captures two essential Russell ideas for harmonization: the 
use of “Lydian” intervallic structures (P4/TT)2 and the stacking of perfect fourths (P4/P4). These 
elements are frequently his materials of choice in harmonizations, as shown earlier. 
 
Example 9.13. Reduction of Tpt, A.S., and Gtr., mm 97–98, “Knights of the Steamtable” 
  P4/TT (0, 5, 11) 
  and P4/P4 (0, 5, 10) voicings:                                  Diatonic fourths in C: 
 
  
 
 
 
                                                      
2 This shape P4/TT, or (0, 5, 11), is considered Lydian because the pitches create the essential Lydian 
sound of a raised fourth scale degree. With the pitches (0, 5, 11), or (C, F, B): the upper note B is supported 
by the tones C and F, which create a key center of F. 
(non-diatonic) 
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The complete section discussed above, with the climactic tutti passage in context: 
 
Example 9.14. Russell, “Knights of the Steamtable,” reh. H 
 
   
D Dorian  
 
 
B♭ Lydian 
 
 
D Dorian 
 
 
C blues 
 
 
G blues 
 
 D blues 
 
 
C major 
 
 
Mm. 103–109, same as mm. 21–27 of reh. B 
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9.4 Ending the piece, section I  
 The ending of Russell’s piece—that in its course, never repeats a section verbatim—is 
made by borrowing small amounts of music from B (mm. 21–27) and C (mm. 33–36). Russell 
briefly recapitulates these thematic sections of the beginning of the piece, only in reverse order. 
The actual conclusion of the piece (mm. 114–117) uses new material, based on the D Dorian 
tonality, but ends on a chord that recalls the B♭-minor/D♭-major opening. 
 The final chord of “Knights of the Steamtable” is an enhancement of an E♭m7 chord. 
The logic of ending on an E♭ minor chord is based on its closeness to the home key of D♭ that 
has been established through the primacy of D♭ Lydian and B♭ minor/blues. In the orchestration 
of the final chord, the ensemble, minus piano, plays an E♭m7(6/9) chord (shown in the bass clef 
of Ex. 9.15). The voicing of this chord features wide intervals of perfect fourths and a single 
tritone, as labeled. 
 Using the same interval types, the piano plays a stack of tritone and perfect fourth 
intervals (treble clef of Ex. 9.15) that casts a brighter color on the dark minor-seventh chord.   
 
Example 9.15. Aggregate of pitches in final chord, including piano color tones (in treble clef) 
 
 
 
 
 
P4 
TT 
P4 
TT 
 
P4 
TT 
P4 
m7 (P4+P4) 
(Piano) 
 
    
 
(Ensemble) 
E♭m7(6/9) 
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 The piano notes (A, D, and G) are colors outside the basic E♭m7(6/9) sound; the 
complete collection of pitches is E♭, F, G♭, G, A♭, A, C, D♭, D. Taken as a mode built on E♭, 
the scale is not a recognizable mode of any system. It is a scale that contains a major and minor 
third, a raised and natural fourth, and a lowered and natural seventh. The simplest name for the 
mode would be E♭ Dorian, omit 5, add Maj3, Maj7, ♯11. This resulting chord color is a synthesis 
of both major and minor, and of both major-seventh and minor-seventh. With this enchanting 
sound, Russell unites the duality of the major and minor systems to end the piece with a fresh 
touch.  
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Example 9.16. Russell, “Knights of the Steamtable,” reh. I 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Mm. 110–113, same as 
mm. 33–36 of reh. C 
 
 
E♭m7(6/9) 
[Tpt./A.S./Gtr./Bs.] 
 
Piano: 
TT/P4/TT/P4 
A, E♭, A♭, D, G 
 
 
G dim(M7)   Dm7(6/9) 
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 What is most innovative and characteristic of Russell’s Jazz Workshop music is the use of 
a modal concept melodically. As seen above, the modal conception also influences the large-scale 
cohesion in the creation of new forms within a piece by inspiring the use of modal tonic areas 
that have been avoided (as in the case of A minor). In the chord and improvisation-based 
development sections of “Knights of the Steamtable” (D–H), Russell does not repeat any 
methods of harmonic progression, melody, or ensemble texture. Instead, he provides an 
abundance of harmonic and scalar possibilities. 
 Russell’s various methods are continually interchanged in this piece, to avoid repetition. 
His writing is diverse within the systems he has created: he inventively avoids the same techniques 
of creating harmony or melody by varying his use of step-wise passing chords, tonal chord 
progressions, modal vamps, and the spectrum of consonant to dissonant polymodal and pantonal 
writing. In the ending of the piece (Ex. 9.16), the composer is not concerned with repetition of 
themes, but of representing diversity of method and color. 
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Figure 9.3. Sectional and regional key areas in “Knights of the Steamtable” 
     Key area   Key area 
Section: Measure no.:  of section:   of region: 
 
A  1–12   B♭m (blues) 
 
 
 
B  13–27   D♭M    B♭minor 
     (polymodal)  
 
 
C  28–39   B♭m (blues) 
 
  (last 4 mm.)  Dm (Dorian)     
 
D  40–51   Dm, FM, Am 
     (modal prog.) 
 
 
E  52–63   Am (blues)   A minor 
     Am, Dm7/E-bass 
 
 
F  64–79   Am, AM 
     (tonal prog.) 
 
 
G  80–96   polytonal vamp:  
     Am, B♭m, D pedal 
                         
 
H  97–102  Dm (polymodal)  
 
 
 
I  103–117  D♭M  
     B♭m    B♭minor 
 
     Dm (Dorian)     
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CHAPTER 10: CONCLUSION 
 
 
 While focusing on Russell’s compositions in The Jazz Workshop, this dissertation has 
aimed to reposition Russell’s music alongside his theory—a theory that has received the bulk of 
scholarly attention in Russell studies, and which has contributed to his general reputation as 
something other than a conventional jazz musician. If we are to understand the complete man, 
we cannot simply reduce him to one area of work, but must make sense of the many facets of his 
life and musicianship. As his theory informs his music, so does the music inform the theory. His 
spirit as a bandleader and performer and his years of teaching complete the picture of this unique 
figure. 
 George Russell’s double role as both theorist and composer is quite rare in jazz. Indeed he 
was a musician of many historic firsts. He virtually invented the role of the jazz theorist, which 
today is commonplace. He was an original Afro/Latin-jazz fusionist and modal jazz pioneer; 
today, those are two of the richest trends in the landscape of music. Russell incorporated 
European and twentieth-century techniques in jazz, and composers are still drawing on these 
possibilities today: he epitomized the now-outmoded Third-Stream concept before it even existed. 
Russell’s early music was challenging, ultra-modern, and still sounds fresh today. His 
compositions and performances evolved to incorporate new styles of American popular music, 
but contained the essential musical feelings of his youthful roots: blues, swing, and a sense of 
modernism. 
 The album The Jazz Workshop is possibly the first jazz album by a composer who was not 
also a principal player. Russell’s picture on the cover (Fig. 10.1), straight-faced and alert, with no 
gimmicks or contrivances, suggested a serious practitioner of the art of jazz composition. In 
1956, jazz composer was hardly an established occupation among musicians, and Russell had not 
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yet begun to lead a band. He made a decision not to be a commercial arranger or composer of 
popular music, and he did not write jingles for studios on the side to finance any hobby projects. 
Instead, he was a composer who created his own theoretical world, who had a vision for musicians 
with whom he was close, and who composed music that could sound both improvised and 
impossibly intricate, both earthy and alien. 
 
Figure 10.1. Album cover, RCA Victor LPM 1372, The RCA Victor Jazz Workshop: George 
Russell and His Smalltet (Photo: David B. Hecht) 
 
 
  
 Russell’s thinking united the artist’s feelings and intellect, heart and mind. He combined 
his theory with practice and identified “an intellect of the heart” as his essential stance. Yet, to the 
general public, the idea of jazz theory and practice tend to remain apart. Uninitiated audiences 
tend to ignore the large amount of preconceived thought that supports an authentic and so-called 
spontaneous jazz performance. Russell’s contribution posits performing jazz musicians as fully 
enlightened individuals: rational, self-educated, and passionate. But his model has few precedents 
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in the mainstream, and therefore he has remained an elusive figure for audiences and jazz 
musicians to comprehend. Nowhere is this any more obvious than in regards to the reception of 
his theory, which is probably more misunderstood and maligned than it is understood or even 
used. 
 Like the evolution of the Lydian Chromatic Concept over the course of his life, the jazz 
theory industry that Russell spawned has moved on in new directions. New jazz theorists have 
incorporated his ideas to some degree, and have moved ahead to produce other books, theories, 
and pedagogic materials for new generations. Few of these newer materials acknowledge Russell’s 
work as their direct antecedent, and few claim to be as comprehensive. They are all milder and 
simpler, more polite and neat. His influence has therefore trickled down, and is not often 
discussed as the most valid current model of chord/scale theory, which has been updated by so 
many in jazz since Russell.  
 With Russell’s passing in 2009, the Lydian Chromatic Concept has been relegated to a 
historical position. Without his vital presence, it seems unlikely that the Lydian Chromatic 
Concept alone will have a greater impact in the future than is has already enjoyed, despite David 
Baker’s auspicious claim that it is “destined to become the most influential philosophy of the 
future.” 
 Recently, in September and October of 2009, the many tributes and recollections that 
came forth from those who knew him and his music point to the fact that he meant different 
things to different people. To some, he is a theorist who inspires a new world of composition. To 
some, he is a composer who inspires great performances of his works. To some he is a conductor 
who ignites a fire in a band that loves to swing or play more contemporary grooves. To others 
still, he is a pianist or drummer who performs with an inimitable personal style.  
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 Music, especially in live performances, will always be more immediate than any theory, 
and with the passage of time it stands to reason that more facets of Russell’s recorded legacy will 
be explored and enjoyed by musicians. The music of the Jazz Workshop period composes out 
certain ideas of pantonality and panmodality that are inherent in the Lydian Concept, but not 
everything in these compositions stems from what is written in Russell’s treatise. Russell may 
have systematized pitch into a spectrum of chords and scales in the LCC, but his music draws on 
so many other facets: rhythm, meter, timbre, blues, orchestration, and formal structures. And 
there is his concept of long-running musical line, perhaps his most identifiable trait in The Jazz 
Workshop music. These important aspects contain the life in Russell’s music, much more so than 
the organization of so many chords and modes implied by the possibilities of twelve pitches: his 
music goes beyond the LCC, in this sense.  
 Solids, liquids, or gasses—the physical states of matter—disguise the unseen consistency of 
their core compounds. Russell’s life commitment was truly to the art of music in all its living 
states: theory, composition, and performance. His achievement and influence in jazz was due to 
the combination of his ideas and his actions, his theory and his practice. Russell’s debut recording, 
The Jazz Workshop, pinpoints a moment in time when the evolution of one musician’s thinking 
and doing becomes the true exhibition, with each pursuit spurring the other to new creative 
heights. 
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Russell, George. Lydian M-1: For Jazz Ensemble. [Comp. 1955. Score ms facsimile  obtained from 
 selling agent G. Schirmer Inc. Rights previously owned by Margun Music.] 
 
 
3. Scores and parts loaned by George Russell with Alice Norbury Russell 
 
Russell, George. Concerto for Billy the Kid. Facsimile ms score, ca. 1956. 
 
———. The Day John Brown Was Hanged. Facsimile ms score, ca. 1956. 
 
———. Fellow Delegates. Facsimile ms parts, ca. 1956. 
 
———. Knights of the Steamtable. Facsimile ms score, ca. 1956. 
 
———. Witch Hunt. Facsimile ms parts, ca. 1956. 
 
———. Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub. Facsimile ms score, ca. 1956. 
 
———. Round Johnny Rondo. Facsimile ms score, copied after 1970. 
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4. Recordings with Russell as leader 
 
The 80th Birthday Concert. Brookline, MA: Concept Publishing, 2005. CD. Recorded 2003. 
 
It’s about Time: The George Russell Living Time Orchestra. Amiens, France: Label Bleu, 1996. 
 LBLC 6587. CD. Recorded 1995.  
 
The London Concert Vol. 1 and 2: The George Russell Living Time Orchestra. Amiens, France: 
 Label Bleu, 1989. LBLC 6527/8. CD. Recorded 1989. 
 
Live in Tokyo. Tokyo: King Records, 1988. Electric Bird K32Y 6249. CD. Recorded 1988. 
  
So What. New York: Blue Note, 1987. BT 85132. LP. Recorded 1983. 
 
The African Game. New York: Blue Note, 1984. BT 85103. LP. Recorded 1983. 
 
Live in an American Time Spiral: George Russell’s New York Big Band. Milan: Soul Note, 1983. 
 SN 1211049-2. CD. Recorded 1982. 
 
Electronic Sonata for Souls Loved by Nature: George Russell Sextet. Milan: Soul Note, 1994. SN 
 1009. LP. Recorded 1980. 
 
Vertical Form VI. Milan: Soul Note, 1981. SN 121019-2. CD. Recorded 1977. 
 
George Russell’s New York Big Band at the Village Vanguard. Milan: Soul Note, 1982. SN 
 1211039-2. CD. Recorded 1976, 1977, Swedish Radio Jazz Orchestra, 1978, NY Big Band. 
 
Living Time. New York: Columbia, 1972. KC 31490. LP. Recorded 1972. 
 
Listen to the Silence. Milan: Soul Note, 1983. SN 121024-2. CD. Recorded 1971. 
 
Trip to Prillarguri. Milan: Soul Note, 1982. SN 121029-2. CD. Recorded 1970. 
 
Electronic Sonata for Souls Loved by Nature. Milan: Soul Note, 1985. SN 121034-2. CD. 
 Recorded 1969. 
 
Othello Ballet Suite. Milan: Soul Note, 1981. SN 121014-2. CD. Recorded 1967. 
 
The Essence of George Russell. Stockholm: Sonet, 1971. SLP 1411/1412. LP. Recorded 1966, 
 1967, 1971. 
 
The George Russell Sextet at Beethoven Hall. [Germany]: Motor Music, 1998. MC25125 [re-
 release  of MPS/BASF LP]. CD. Recorded 1965.  
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The Outer View. New York: Riverside, 1968. RS-3016. LP. Recorded 1962, 1963. 
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Stratusphunk. Berkeley, CA: Riverside, 1995. OJC/Riv 232-2. CD. Recorded 1960. 
 
The George Russell Sextet at the Five Spot. New York: Verve, 2000. Verve/U.M. 088-112-287-2. 
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Farmer, Art, and Hal McKusick. Art Farmer and Hal McKusick Quintet. [S.l.]: Lone Hill, 2005. 
 LHJ 10223. CD. Recorded 1958. [Russell, “Stratusphunk,” and arr. “The End of a Love 
 Affair” and “You’re My Thrill”] 
 
Gillespie, Dizzy. The Complete RCA Victor Recordings. New York: Bluebird, 1995. 07863-66528-
 2. CD.  Recorded 1947. [Russell, “Cubana Be” and “Cubana Bop”] 
 
Gillespie, Dizzy, and Max Roach. Pleyel Jazz Concert, 1948. France: BMG, 1997. BMG 
 74321409412. CD. Recorded 1948. [Russell, listed as “Afro-Cuban Drum Suite” (“Cubano 
 Be” and “Cubano Bop”)]  
 
Johnson, J.J. The Dynamic Sound of J.J. Johnson. Madrid: BMG Spain, 2002. 74321938452 (RCA 
 3350). CD. Recorded 1965. [Russell, “Stratusphunk”] 
 
McKusick, Hal. Cross Section: Saxes. New York: Decca, 1958. DL 9209. LP. [see Art Farmer and 
 Hal McKusick Quintet, Lone Hill, 2005]  
 
———. The Complete Barry Galbraith, Milt Hinton and Osie Johnson Recordings. [S.l.]: Lone 
 Hill, 2005. LHJ 10176. CD. Recorded 1955–1956. [Russell arr., “When the Sun Comes 
 Out,” “Can’t Get Out of this Mood,” “Out of this World,” “Serenade in Blue,” and 
 “Prelude to a Kiss”] 
 
———. Jazz at the Academy. New York: Coral, 1957. CRL  57116. LP. Recorded 1956. [see The 
 Complete Barry Galbraith, Milt Hinton, and Osie Johnson Recordings] 
 
———. The Jazz Workshop. Camden, NJ: RCA Victor, 1957. LPM 1366. LP. [Russell, “The Day 
 John Brown was Hanged,” “Lydian Lullaby,” and “Miss Clara”][see: George Russell, The 
 Complete Bluebird Recordings, [S.l.]: Lone Hill, 2005.]  
 
Mitropoulos, Dimitri, et al. The Birth of the Third Stream. New York: Columbia, 1996. CD. CK 
 64929. Recorded 1957. [Russell, “All about Rosie”] 
 
Mulligan, Gerry. The Complete Verve Gerry Mulligan Concert Jazz Band Sessions. Stamford, CT: 
 Mosaic, 2003. MD4-221. CD. Concert in Jazz, recorded 1961. [Russell, “All about Rosie”] 
 
Parker, Charlie, and Dizzy Gillespie. Diz 'n Bird at Carnegie Hall. Hollywood, CA: Blue Note, 
 1997. CDP 7242-8-57061-2-7. CD. Recorded 1947. [Russell, “Cubano Be,” “Cubano 
 Bop,” and arr. “Relaxin’ at the Camarillo”] 
 
Roach, Max. Max Roach Plus Four. New York: EmArcy, 1990. 822-6732. CD. Recorded 1956,
 1957. [Russell, “Ezz-thetic”]    
 
Shaw, Artie. Self Portriat. New York: Bluebird, 2001. 09026-63808-2. CD. Recorded 1949. 
 [Russell, arr. “Similau”] 
 
Ventura, Charlie. 1949–1951. France: Classics, 2003. 1309. CD. [Russell, arr. “Caravan”] 
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APPENDIX A 
EARLY COMPOSITIONS AND RECORDINGS OF GEORGE RUSSELL, 1947–1956 
 
 
1. New World: (Manuscript lost and not recorded. Russell states that he sold this 
 composition to at Benny Carter, Dizzy Gillespie, as well as other big band leaders in NYC 
 ca. 1947.) 
 
2. Dizzy Gillespie and His Orchestra: September 29, 1947, Carnegie Hall concert. 
 Relaxin’ at Camarillo (Charlie Parker, arr. Russell) 
 Cubana-Be, Cubana-Bop (Russell and Dizzy Gillespie) 
 
3. Ella Fitzgerald: December 20, 1947, Decca Records. Russell arranged How High the 
 Moon for Fitzgerald’s  first recording of this signature song, but Fitzgerald only used a 
 portion of Russell’s arrangement, for which he was paid $75. Fitzgerald first performed 
 this song at the Carnegie Hall concert listed above in (2). 
 
4. Dizzy Gillespie and His Orchestra: December 22, 1947, RCA Victor. 
 Cubana-Be (Russell, Dizzy Gillespie, also credited to Chano Pozo for his solo portion) 
 Cubana-Bop (Russell, Dizzy Gillespie) 
 
5. Buddy DeFranco and His Orchestra: April 23, 1949, Capitol records. 
 A Bird in Igor’s Yard 
 
6. Artie Shaw and His Orchestra: December 1949, RCA Victor. 
 Similau (Arden Clar, Harry Coleman, Leopold Gonzalez) arr. Russell 
 
7. Charlie Ventura and His Orchestra: December 28, 1949, RCA Victor. 
 Caravan (Juan Tizol, Irving Mills, Duke Ellington) arr. Russell 
 
8. Lee Kontiz Sextet: March 8, 1951, Prestige records. 
 Odjenar 
 Ezz-thetic 
 
9. A Russell arrangement of Ezz-thetic was played live by Charlie Parker with string section 
 accompaniment ca. 1950, but was not chosen for recording by Norman Granz for the 
 Clef (Verve) label’s Charlie Parker with Strings recording. 
 
10. Teddy Charles Tentet: January 17, 1956, Atlantic Records. 
 Lydian M-1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
163 
APPENDIX B 
COMPLETE 1956 SESSION INFORMATION AND DISCOGRAPHY 
 
George Russell is the composer and arranger of the works in this discography except where noted. 
He appears as performer and arranger as indicated in the personnel lists. Primary source: 
Bruyninckx, Walter. 60 Years of Recorded Jazz, 1917–1977. Mechelen, Belgium: Bruyninckx, 
1979. See Appendix A for Russell’s work prior to 1956. 
 
 
1. TEDDY CHARLES TENTET: 
New York. 6 January 1956 
Art Farmer [listed as Peter Urban], tp; Don Butterfield, tu; Gigi Gryce, as; J.R. Monterose, ts; Sol 
Schilinger, bar; Teddy Charles, vib; Mal Waldron, p; Jimmy Raney, g; Teddy Kotick, b; Joe 
Harris, d. 
 
1883  Lydian M-1 
The Teddy Charles Tentet, Atlantic LP 1229, CD 790983-2 
 
 
2. THE RCA VICTOR JAZZ WORKSHOP—HAL MCKUSICK: 
New York. 3 March 1956 
Hal McKusick, as; Barry Galbraith, g; Milt Hinton, b; Osie Johnson, d; George Russell, tamb. 
 
G2JB-2503 The Day John Brown Was Hanged   
G2JB-2504 Lydian Lullaby (omit G.R.)       
The Jazz Workshop, RCA/Victor LPM1366, RCA Bluebird CD 6471-2-RB 
 
 
3. THE JAZZ WORKSHOP—GEORGE RUSSELL AND HIS SMALLTET: 
New York. 31 March 1956 
Art Farmer, tp; Hal McKusick, as; Bill Evans, p; Barry Galbraith, g; Milt Hinton, b; Joe Harris, d. 
 
G2JB-3095 Ezz-thetic      
G2JB-3096 Jack’s Blues      
G2JB-3097 Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub    
G2JB-3098 Livingstone, I Presume    
The Jazz Workshop, RCA/Victor LPM1372, RCA Bluebird CD 6467-2-RB 
 
 
4. THE RCA VICTOR JAZZ WORKSHOP—HAL MCKUSICK: 
New York. 4 April 1956 
Hal McKusick, as; Art Farmer, tp; Jimmy Cleveland, tb; Bill Barber, tu; Gene Allen, bar; Barry 
Galbraith, g; Milt Hinton, b; Osie Johnson, d. 
 
G2JB-3425 Miss Clara      
The Jazz Workshop, RCA/Victor LPM1366, RCA Bluebird CD 6471–2–RB 
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5. THE JAZZ WORKSHOP—GEORGE RUSSELL AND HIS SMALLTET: 
New York. 17 October 1956 
Art Farmer, tp; Hal McKusick, as; Bill Evans, p; Barry Galbraith, g; Milt Hinton, b; Paul Motian, 
d. 
 
G2JB-7836 Round Johnny Rondo    
G2JB-7837 Night Sound      
G2JB-7838 Concerto for Billy the Kid    
G2JB-7838 Concerto for Billy the Kid (remake)   
G2JB-7839 Witch Hunt      
The Jazz Workshop, RCA/Victor LPM1372, RCA Bluebird CD 6467–2–RB 
 
 
6. HAL MCKUSICK QUARTET: 
Concert: Academy of Music, Brooklyn. 3 November 1956 
Hal McKusick, cl, as; Barry Galbraith, g; Milt Hinton, b; Osie Johnson, d; George Russell, arr. 
 
  Give ‘Em Hal 
  Can’t Get Out of This Mood 
  Out of This World 
  Prelude to a Kiss 
  Serenade in Blue 
  When the Sun Comes Out 
Jazz at the Academy, Coral CRL57116 
 
 
7. THE JAZZ WORKSHOP—GEORGE RUSSELL AND HIS SMALLTET: 
New York. 21 December 1956 
Art Farmer, tp; Hal McKusick, fl, as; Bill Evans, p; Bill Evans, p; Barry Galbraith, g; Teddy 
Kotick, b; Osie Johnson, d; George Russell, tuned drums on Fellow Delegates. 
 
G2JB-9792 Fellow Delegates     
G2JB-9793 Ballad of Hix Blewitt     
G2JB-9793 Ballad of Hix Blewitt (alternate take)  
G2JB-9794 Knights of the Steamtable    
G2JB-9795 The Sad Sergeant 
The Jazz Workshop, RCA/Victor LPM1372, RCA Bluebird CD 6467-2-R   
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APPENDIX C 
LP AND CD RELEASES OF GEORGE RUSSELL’S COMPOSITIONS RECORDED FOR 
RCA VICTOR IN 1956 
 
 
1. McKusick, Hal. Jazz Workshop. New York: RCA Victor, 1957. 
 [RCA Victor LPM 1366] 
 
 Hal McKusick’s RCA Victor LP containing three Russell compositions, The Day John 
 Brown Was Hanged, Lydian Lullaby, and Miss Clara. 
 
 
2. Russell, George. The Jazz Workshop: George Russell and His Smalltet. New York: RCA Victor, 
 1957. 
 [LPM 1372] 
 
 George Russell’s RCA Victor LP containing twelve of his compositions. 
 
  
3. Russell, George. Ezz-thetic. Paris: RCA, 1957. 
 [PL 42187] 
 
 LPM 1372 was released in Europe under the above title. 
 
  
4. Russell, George. Jazz Workshop. New York: RCA, 1962. 
 [LPM 2534] 
 
 The LP jacket reads, “Reissued by Request.” (See Ran Blake’s list of signatures endorsing 
 the reissue of LMP 1372 ca. 1962.) 
 
  
5. Russell, George. The Jazz Workshop. New York: RCA/Bluebird, 1987. 
 [6467-2-RB] 
 
 CD reissue of Russell’s LPM 1372. 
 
 
6. McKusick, Hal, and John Carisi. Jazz Workshop: The Arrangers. New York: RCA/Bluebird, 
 1987. 
 [6471-2-RB] 
 
 CD including reissue of Russell’s three compositions for McKusick LPM 1366 and 
 additional arrangements by Gil Evans and Johnny Carisi. 
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APPENDIX D 
ORDER OF TITLES ON RCA VICTOR LPM 1372, PL 42187, AND LPM 2534 
 
 
 Side A: 
 
  Ye Hypocrite, Ye Beelzebub* 
  Jack’s Blues* 
  Livingstone I Presume* 
  Ezz-thetic* 
  Night Sound† 
  Round Johnny Rondo† 
 
 Side B: 
 
  Fellow Delegates‡ 
  Witch Hunt† 
  The Sad Sergeant‡ 
  Knights of the Steamtable‡ 
  Ballad of Hix Blewitt‡ 
  Concerto for Billy the Kid† 
 
 
  Recorded NYC: 
   
  *March 31, 1956 
  †October 17, 1956 
  ‡December 21, 1956 
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APPENDIX E 
GLOSSARY OF TERMS FOUND IN 1959 EDITION OF LCC 
 
 The following terms are found in the 1959 edition of the LCC, with definitions coming 
from the context, or from Russell’s exact explanation. Many more recent terms (Supra-vertical 
Tonal Gravity, Conceptual Modal Genre, and A/B cadences) had evolved over Russell’s years of 
creative work, and from perpetually thinking about, and teaching the Concept.  
  
Absolute scale melody. A melody that uses the tones of one scale only. 
 
Auxiliary augmented scale. A six-tone scale that is comprised of the series of symmetric 
intervals: W, W, W, W, W, (W). (syn. whole tone scale) 
 
Auxiliary diminished blues scale. An eight-tone scale built from a Lydian tonic that is 
comprised of the series of symmetric intervals: H, W, H, W, H, W, H, (W).  
 
Auxiliary diminished scale. An eight-tone scale built from a Lydian tonic that is comprised of 
the series of symmetric intervals: W, H, W, H, W, H, W, (H). 
 
Blues scale. A scale that in the LCC Russell defines as: 1, ♭3, 3, 4, ♯4, 5, ♭7. (see: Major scale) 
 
Chord families. A group of chords that have the same function or quality, such as dominant 
seventh. For example: E♭7, E♭9, E♭11, E♭13 are all in the dominant seventh chord family. 
 
Chromatically enhanced melody (c.e.). A melody that contains notes outside of one scale, but 
which resolve inward to the tones of that one scale. 
 
Lydian augmented scale. A seven-note scale comprised of the sequence of asymmetric intervals: 
W, W, W, W, H, W, (H); and comparable to the Lydian scale with a raised fifth scale degree. 
 
Lydian Chromatic scale (LCS). A scale with all twelve chromatic pitches, based on one of twelve 
Lydian tonics. Contains the six vertical scales of VP (Lyd., Lyd. aug., Lyd. dim., aux. dim., aux. 
aug., aux. dim. blues) and the two horizontal scales (major and blues), and contains all melodic 
possibilities within the twelve pitches of the system of equal temperament. 
 
Lydian diminished scale. A seven-note scale comprised of the sequence of asymmetric 
intervals: W, H, m3, H, W, W, (H); and comparable to the Lydian scale with a lowered third scale 
degree. 
 
Lydian scale. A seven-note scale comprised of the sequence of asymmetric intervals: W, W, W, 
H, W, W, (H); and comparable to the major scale with a raised fourth scale degree. 
 
Lydian tonic. The first note, or root, of a parent scale. 
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Major scale. The seven-tone scale which is comprised of the sequence of asymmetric intervals: 
W, W, H, W, W, W, H. This is one of the two horizontal scales in Horizontal Polymodality. (see: 
Blues scale) 
 
Horizontal Polymodality (HP). Tonal gravity conveyed by the scale (rather than by chord). One 
of the two primary melodic situations defined in the LCC.  
 
Ingoing horizontal melody. In HP, a melody derived from a member scale (major, blues, others) 
of the Lydian Chromatic scale, determined by factors of 1) resolving tendency of two or more 
chords, 2) the key of the music, 3) aesthetic judgment. 
 
Ingoing vertical melody. In VP, a melody derived from a member scale of the Lydian 
Chromatic scale determined by a chord (and based on a Lydian tonic), and used as frame for 
absolute or chromatically enhanced melodies. 
 
Outgoing vertical melody. In VP, a melody that is not contained alone in any of the member 
scales of the LCS, but is derived from the intervals of the LCS itself. 
 
Outgoing horizontal melody. A melody derived from the intervals of the Lydian Chromatic 
scale (rather than only one of its member scales), determined by the resolving tendency of two or 
more chords, the key of the music or aesthetic taste. 
 
Parent scale. In VP, the scale that best fits the given chord. (i.e., D♭ Lydian is parent scale of 
B♭m7) 
 
Prevailing chord. The chord of the moment (in VP, approached vertically), as opposed to a 
tonicized key area, or the overall key of the music (in HP, approached horizontally). 
 
Tonic station. A key area, or pitch center, to which two or more chords tend to resolve. [i.e., In 
measure 1–8 of “All the Things You Are,” the tonic stations are A♭ major (mm. 4) and C major 
(mm 7–8). A tonic station serves as a basis for a horizontally ingoing or outgoing approach 
melody.] 
 
Vertical Polymodality (VP). The conversion of a chord into a scale that best fits that chord, and 
where a chord dictates the melody. Tonal gravity conveyed by a chord. One of the two primary 
melodic situations defined in the LCC. 
 
 
169 
APPENDIX F 
RUSSELL’S LINER NOTES TO THE JAZZ WORKSHOP 
 
 
The challenge which is presented to the composer of modern music who has been 
traditionally educated is that of either refining and reshaping his traditionally learned 
techniques, or constructing new techniques that will enable him to capture and enhance 
the vital improvisational forces so abundantly inherent in much of the good music of 
today. To impose old orders and old techniques upon vigorous and willful young music is 
to burden and stifle it rather than to channel and lead it and be led by it. 
 
Because the best written jazz sounds improvised, it may be concluded that the best of our 
jazz composers, down through the ears, have: 1) embraced the instrumental improvisation 
that jazz is so noted for; 2) captured the vitality of its strongest improvisers; and 3) 
proceeded to improvise, with greater and greater subtlety, jazz compositions that sound as 
fresh and as uninhibited as a compelling solo by an inspired jazz soloist. 
 
All this is highlighted in the fact that a jazz writer is an improviser too. Given a set of 
musical facts (just as a soloist is given a sequence of chords) he can, in the same way that 
the soloist can improvise upon chords, improvise upon these musical facts pertaining to 
his composition and produce a swinging, logical, vital-sounding piece of new music. 
 
The emergence of the jazz writer as an improviser has served to close the long-standing 
gap between jazz and improvised jazz. It has, at the same time, enriched the Jazz Language 
immensely, producing new rhythms, new tonal combinations and particularly, new forms 
which grow directly from the composition’s semantic as well as musical needs. 
 
One may start with a formal sketch or plan, but it is the intrinsic logic merely to prove the 
righteousness and infallibility of a preconceived formal plan.  
  
As Gunther Schuller points out in his probing article, “The Future of Form in Jazz” 
(Saturday Review of Literature: January 12, 1957), “We must learn to think of form as a 
verb rather than a noun.” 
 
My six months of study with the highly accomplished modern composer and teacher 
Stefan Wolpe were most rewarding in that I learned several extremely important 
principles of his own music-philosophy that are uniquely applicable to all music, but 
especially to modern music. The rest of my music education has been strengthened by the 
contributions of many jazz contemporaries to the art, and further through the influences 
of Stravinsky, Bartók, Berg, and Ravel. 
 
However, in the main, my education has evolved from a ten-year project concerned with 
the development of several different theories: one includes several methods of entering in 
to composing a piece of music, one pertains to rhythm; but the most highly organized of 
these theories is what I choose to call “The Lydian Concept of Tonal Organization.”  
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This philosophy of tonality defines all tonal idioms from a Mozart minuet to a 
Schoenberg sonata in a clean and direct way. Since its range is all possible tonal 
combinations, the tonal colors and idioms that it offers are unlimited. 
 
Atonality is the tonal philosophy of extreme chromaticism, but extreme chromaticism to 
me is merely one of the many colors of musical tonality and has been used in this album 
only when it was felt that this was the color demanded by the music. 
 
The Lydian Concept of Tonal Organization acknowledges the existence of a central 
tonality and an underlying tonic tone (or primary axis) for a whole area, regardless of the 
degree of dissonance used in the area. 
 
[George Russell, 1957]
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APPENDIX G 
HAL MCKUSICK INTERVIEW AND CAREER SKETCH 
 
 
In this interview I (PK) am talking on the telephone to alto saxophonist Hal McKusick about the 
1956 RCA Victor recording sessions. 
 
Two of the sessions (March 3, 1956 and April 4, 1956) were led by McKusick, and three more 
(March 31, 1956, October 17, 1956, and December 21, 1956) were George Russell recording 
dates.  
 
It is interesting to hear the history from McKusick’s perspective. By 1955, McKusick had a 
working quartet with Barry Galbraith, Milt Hinton, and Osie Johnson which then commissioned 
two Russell’s pieces. Russell was not leading a band at the time. Russell was working on his theory, 
and supporting he and his wife Juanita Odjenar, by working at a Greenwich Village drug counter. 
 
 
Edited Transcript: August 24, 2008 (Urbana, IL, to Sag Harbor, L.I., NY): 
 
PK (Urbana, IL): I’m really curious to know what you remember about those sessions playing 
George Russell’s music. 
 
HM (Sag Harbor, Long Island, NY): Well, we all had trouble reading them. 
 
PK: Were you sight-reading, as if you were on a typical recording session? Or, did you rehearse 
the music? 
 
HM: We ran them down ahead of time. You had to do George’s things like that. He wrote from 
the piano, you know.... I don’t think he had a true awareness of the difficulties and the problems 
on the varying instruments. He probably learned as he went along. The only things he had done 
before that had been “Cubana-Be”/”Cubana-Bop” and “Ezz-thetic,” which Lee Konitz had 
recorded. “Cubana-Be”/”Cubana-Bop” he had done with Dizzy, these things you know. 
 
PK: The music sounds very difficult. 
 
HM: It had to be wood-shedded. Do you know how this whole thing started? I had a quartet with 
Milton [Hinton], Osie [Johnson], and Barry Galbraith. 
 
PK: George wrote “The Day John Brown Was Hanged” and “Lydian Lullaby” for that band. 
 
HM: Those were commissioned for my Jazz Workshop album at RCA Victor. Jack Lewis was in 
charge of everything there. He was the A&R man. Anyway, Milt had a basement available, and 
once I got this idea to do a thing with Jack Lewis, he said, “Why don’t you guys come out on 
Sundays?” And Mona, Milt’s wife, you know had goodies available and all that...They made it 
like a social and musical event. I told them I had approached George, and Barry and I were 
looking at “John Brown” and the “Lydian Lullaby,” and that we had wood-shedded, and we had it 
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down...but I wanted to pull Bill Evans into another thing. So, we went out there with that 
particular group. We had basically Art Farmer, Jimmy Cleveland, I think Bill Barber I called in 
eventually on tuba, and so on. 
 
And that’s where we wood–shedded all these things. In his basement. He had a piano down there, 
which was in tune, and a set of drums. We didn’t have to go to a record company or to some 
other place. 
 
So, a lot of those kids lived on the island at that time, close to New York, so it wasn’t a big scene 
getting there1. 
 
So that’s where it started. Then, of course, I called on Gil Evans. I called on a few other people, 
too, to get some things. I think Manny Albam wrote some things for one particular album. This 
scene also involved Al Cohn and a quintet...and there were things scored for cellos and strings... 
 
PK: So, George’s music was a part of this whole scene? 
 
HM: There was his “Lydian Lullaby” and another session where George wrote something else for 
me with trombone, trumpet, baritone. It’s kind of hard to describe. You probably would know 
the title. I’m pretty sure it was done for RCA Victor. 
 
PK: Well, there was “Miss Clara.” 
 
HM: That’s it. It had a big unwieldy, pompous kind of “boomp-ty, boomp-ty” like some early 
blues thing. Anyway, I was very much taken with George’s work when I heard it. And, in fact, I 
went and took a couple of lessons involving his theory. 
 
PK: Was that influential? How did that affect you? 
 
HM: Well, they were things I knew, but still it moved you in the direction with conviction. In 
fact, I told Barry that I was going there, and he decided he would go up, and if we could become 
enlightened, we would be. And it mostly had to do with mixing these two scales together, C and 
G, and the Lydian theory, and so on. And he was wise to do that, to call it the Lydian theory, 
because it seems like people need something to hang their hat on. It gave it substance in a 
commercial way. 
 
PK: It’s not always obvious how that theory effects what he writes, which is what I’m trying to 
understand. I think people have talked a lot about his theory, but not necessarily so much about 
his music. 
 
                                                      
1 Milton and Mona Hinton’s house was in Queens. They bought it in 1948, before Cab Calloway’s band 
disbanded in 1951, putting Hinton even more in demand in the NYC jazz and freelance studio scene. 
Other jazz-turned-studio musicians have referred to the legendary scene, and the basement itself, as “the 
Trap.” 
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HM: Exactly. Now later, like after the things that we did with New York, New York with Coltrane 
and Space Age, I thought some of those were really stunning and beautiful. And actually, you had 
Bill Evans, Bill was one of my closest friends and we worked a lot of small gigs together. 
 
By the way, that was never a working band [on George Russell and His Smalltet]. The only 
working band was my quartet, which worked all the time. And basically, we just did clubs around 
New York; Birdland, and so on. And then I had another group almost at the same time, with four 
saxes and a rhythm section, with either Eddie Costa or Bill Evans, which was doing a lot of work, 
also. So, I was really handling two groups at one time. That seemed to be the one that was 
working more, like upscale private parties. Anyways, that’s not important. 
 
I heard part of Coltrane that I’d never heard before on some of George’s pieces, particularly on 
those albums. Also, the same with Bill Evans. 
 
PK: Yeah, it’s interesting to listen to Bill Evans on those recordings and compare it to other 
recordings that he did, and try to hear what might be different. 
 
HM: Well, you hear a strong Bud Powell influence, you know? I’d never heard that before, even 
though we did countless sessions together in the Paul Motian apartment up there on the West 
Side.  
 
It’s a whole different take on him, which he plays with a lot of fire, a lot of conviction. Cooking 
like heck, I mean, Bill was an unbelievable soloist, you know, unbelievable musician. And he 
brought a lot to George’s stuff, and George recognized the value of him, to his creations. Like Art 
Farmer, for instance. 
 
PK: Can you talk about working out those parts, or playing with Art Farmer? 
 
HM: It was only a matter of wood shedding on it, that’s all. It was hard for Art to play [sings 
beginning of “Ezz-thetic”] and so on. And it didn’t lay particularly comfortable on alto, either. I 
had talked to Lee Konitz, who’s always been a close friend for 900 years, and we used to work 
together and do sessions together, he found it unwieldy, too. But it did have a certain flavor, and 
it was a nice way to use the changes of “Love For Sale.” 
 
PK: Those difficult lines are often the same from instrument to instrument. It’s as if George 
wasn’t thinking about the limitations of the saxophone, trumpet, guitar or piano. 
 
HM: He figured we could cut it, and we did. To me, one of the most beautiful arrangements, 
(well, I’ll always like “Lydian Lullaby” and “The Day John Brown Was Hanged” and many 
others) but to me, one of the most beautiful pieces was his rendition of [sings] “The End of a 
Love Affair”...the melody of which he touched on very little. As a matter of fact, he really should 
call it his own tune. He was honorable, and gave it the original title, which is good. I think that 
was a stunning, stunning arrangement, a few of those actually.  
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Things later, I’m really not familiar enough with that (having heard them once or twice in my 
lifetime in that period) to know really what he was doing later when he had his own group. And 
then when he went up to New England [Conservatory], and so on. 
 
PK: I’m sure he evolved, I think later he got into layering things that sounded similar to what he 
was writing for the small group music. I’m mainly concentrating on the small group music right 
now, meaning your quartet, and what he called his sextet. 
 
HM: Yeah, like I say, without being knowledgeable about the later stuff, those are still my 
favorites. You know, I can still listen to those, and so on.  
  
PK: I’m not really sure how influential they were at their time, but I’m kind of curious to get 
your thoughts on that. Do you remember what other musicians reaction was to George’s sextet 
recordings, or to your quartet’s recordings of his pieces?  
 
HM: Well, I think people enjoyed them, because it certainly was innovative for the time. I think 
the drums got a little heavy in places, I heard that criticism about the tuned drums. 
 
PK: Yes, on “Fellow Delegates.” 
 
HM: I mean, I remember that comment, and saying “Well, it was a nice idea, but come on...” 
 
Well, you know, with real jazz listeners, real jazz musicians, jazz fans, and so on, and people who 
buy records, I found out more and more as the years pass, they really like you just to go up there 
and blow. They want to hear what you’re doing on the spot. Like Bird played whatever tune, and 
then went on and improvised. I mean that was it. The next time he did it, he wasn’t going to do 
it the same. 
 
But everybody has the right to their own feeling and opinion, and I think that probably one of 
the great contributions that George made was to show people how you could have multi-layered 
things, with line working against line...whether it was in a quartet, whether it was in a septet or 
sextet, and make it make sense, and make it hang together. 
 
And I would bring up again, “The End of a Love Affair,” that had a real quality to it, and I’m sure 
there are others of his that I’m not thinking of, you know, that would do the same. 
 
“Ezz-thetic” was that line in unison for the two horns, and then blowing. And it was basically the 
tune, just a little bit of a chart. But that other thing was chart all the way through, except for the 
ad. lib. parts. And then, you know, George ran you in and out of orchestrated sections and 
improvisations. That in itself was kind of innovative, and really refreshing, too, like an 
interesting painting.  
 
Like, here’s the ensemble [sings ensemble] and now the guy is free to blow. You couldn’t always 
tell where one left off and the other began. His contribution was mighty. 
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PK: That sounds like what is happening in some of those Birth of the Cool pieces, where someone 
will solo, coming right out of the ensemble. 
 
HM: Exactly. Somebody answers somebody. [sings] Like in my quartet today, I have people who 
do that a lot. It’s either Don Friedman, or Steve Khun, Mike Ledon, or Hank Jones. You have 
guys who are sensitive to what’s happening, and are so adept at making it happen, of creating on 
the spot artistry. 
 
PK: It also reminds me of Bob Brookmeyer improvising background melodies to Gerry Mulligan. 
Rather than having written arrangements, they just were making them up. 
 
HM: Yeah, that’s it, that’s great. I think that’s half the trick. I’m a writer also, and I’ve been 
writing more in recent years. In the early years I didn’t. You know things with Art Farmer, and 
Al Cohn, and me and a rhythm section, and some other stuff. But today, it’s more like I write for 
a fifteen piece lab band here at a private school, and do a lot of experimenting (and I’m using all 
the stuff that I’ve learned and saved in my mind, that I gained from working with terrific people 
like Gil, and Al Cohn, and George’s early stuff, which I prefer) to enlighten these kids. And I’m 
finding out that from the kids that are going away to college, that they don’t teach this in some 
major colleges. The chances are that the teachers are quite young, and they grew up on people 
who were copying Coltrane, and perhaps have never listened you know, a lot to Bach...or to 
Debussy, or Ravel...or Bird...or even Coltrane. You know they are listening to the people who 
went and took off after Coltrane, and much more sparse, modal kind of writing, like a lot of the 
things that Miles was doing later...on one chord change for sixty bars. 
 
PK: I’ve noticed that a lot of younger players are starting with a Coltrane approach, or a modal 
approach, instead of learning lines.  
 
HM: What happened to Bird? What happened to Lester? That’s what I come out of. 
 
The people that I think really had a lot to give, also came out of Basie, Ellington, and Strayhorn, 
Lester, Bird, Bud Powell, Monk, Ravel, Debussy, Prokofiev, Hindemith, Bach, and so on. You 
have to have roots in those areas, in order to make it happen.  
 
Al Cohn is a perfect example: a kind of really new classical music, a lot of people don’t know that, 
but he could stand up and blow really funky and interesting, and then he could write a really 
meaningful arrangement on anything. Then he’d go out and write a Broadway show for Elliot 
Lawrence.  
 
PK: I liked reading what you said in the Marc Myers interview about Al Cohn, those funny 
stories, and your relationship with him. That was great to read about. 
 
HM: Yeah, well I was lucky to be there. That Elliot Lawrence band, we played together for five 
years. Funny guy. 
 
PK: You mentioned Bernie Glow, I’m interested in him as a trumpet player, you know he did a 
lot of work in big bands, and then studios, like yourself. 
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HM: He was outstanding. We were very close friends. He got very sick and he was gone, cancer 
swept him away, young beautiful wife and kids and the whole thing, but he was a stalwart to the 
end. If Bernie was the first trumpet player, you could count on it happening, period. You could 
write anything for him. Maybe Al Killian from the early Basie band could play a little higher, but 
that’s not always necessary. Bernie, I think, was one of the greatest lead trumpet players who ever 
lived.  
 
PK: That covered a lot. I don’t have any more questions, for right now. I really appreciate getting 
the chance to talk to you. Thank you. 
 
HM: My pleasure, you’re doing a nice thing, and I wish you great luck with it. 
 
 
E-mail from Hal McKusick following the interview: 
 
Peter... 
 
In retrospect, I know that having the “new” music to challenge us was exciting and rewarding for 
the people involved. Although modern classical composers (Ravel, Debussy, Hindemith, 
Prokofiev....Bach, always new) had advanced innovations, jazz was still catching up in written 
music. Russell offered us the opportunity to grow and, I am sure, influenced others to move 
ahead. 
 
I hope this has been helpful to you. 
 
Best regards, 
Hal 
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Hal McKusick Career Sketch 
 
Born 1923, in Newton, MA. First lessons on clarinet, and then alto saxophone. Professional 
 gigs in high school. 
 
Early professional career in big bands: 
 Don Bestor 1942 
 Les Brown 1943 
 WWII: Deferred draft, and later served by playing in a band in the U.S. 
 Dean Hudson 1943 
 Woody Herman 1943–1944 
 Boyd Raeburn 1944–1945  
 Raeburn band members included Serge Chaloff, Al Cohn, Tadd Dameron,  Dizzy 
 Gillespie, Oscar Pettiford. A twenty-five-year-old Charlie Parker reportedly 
 complimented the younger McKusick’s sound when he heard him in California in 
 1945. 
 
California 1945–1948: 
 Stan Getz (Co–lead a quartet) 
 Alvino Rey (Steel guitarist with modern electronics) 
 “Casuals” (Private and society pick-up gigs)  
 Chet Baker, Lena Horne, and Central Avenue scene. 
 Joined both the black and white musicians unions. 
 
Back to NYC: 
 Buddy Rich 1948 
Claude Thornhill 1948–1950 
 Replaced Lee Konitz, who went to work with the Miles Davis Nonet. Saxes  
included Warne Marsh, Jimmy Giuffre. 
 Elliot Lawrence 1950–1955 
  Bernie Glow, Ernie Royal, Urbie Green, Zoot Sims, Billy Byers, Arr. Mandel,  
Cohn, Tiny Khan. 
 Studio work overlapped time with Lawrence. 
 
Quartet Leader, recordings: 
 Led Quartet, recorded as a leader and worked gigs of all small combo kinds. 
  McKusick Quartet: Galbraith, Hinton, Johnson, also worked with Bill   
Evans, Art Farmer, Al Cohn. Rec. for Decca, RCA Victor, Coral. 
 Association with George Russell, and other modern composers and arrangers such as  
Mulligan, Gil Evans, Mandel. 
 
CBS Studios: 
 Joined in 1958, left in 1972 
 Sessions of all types, with a studio nucleus rhythms section of Hank Jones, 
 Galbraith, Hinton, and others.  
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APPENDIX H 
FACSIMILE OF RAN BLAKE’S COLLECTED SIGNATURES PETITIONING RE-RELEASE 
OF THE JAZZ WORKSHOP, COLLECTED CIRCA 1960–1964 
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APPENDIX I 
CONVERSATION WITH PAUL MOTIAN 
 
 The author wrote a letter to drummer Paul Motian (b. Mar. 25, 1931) dated August 1, 
2009, and asked him if he would like to share any thoughts or recollections about his experiences 
with Russell, Evans, and others during this time, and specifically about the piece “Concerto for 
Billy the Kid.” Speaking on the phone, Motian had several recollections which were insightful, 
particularly that the drum groove he plays on “Concerto for Billy the Kid” was something he had 
already developed apart from Russell, and that Russell had heard him playing this groove 
somewhere else, likely with Evans. It is possible that Motian got the job with Russell on the merits 
of that groove, or because of his connection to Evans. Motian did not recall the rather interesting 
groove he played on “Witch Hunt,” a groove that was notated in the part composed by Russell, 
and he did not recall the other two pieces that were recorded that day, “Round Johnny Rondo,” 
and “Night Sound.” Under the circumstances, it seems unlikely that Motian rehearsed as much as 
McKusick, Farmer and others. Over all, Motian conveys his appreciation for the opportunity to 
play with more established musicians at this one-time encounter, and his love for Russell, which 
developed after the session. 
 
 
PM: The George Russell record that I did, like you say in your letter, that was pretty early in my 
career. I think it might have been the third or fourth, even the fifth time I’d been in a recording 
studio. I loved George. I hung out with him and we were friends in those early days, Fifties, 
Sixties, and stuff, and then we kind of lost touch, I didn’t see him too much after that. But that 
was an incredible time—that was a great time. I felt very honored that I got called to do that gig 
in the first place. 
 
PK: Did he call you directly? Or was it maybe through Hal McKusick, or Bill Evans that you got 
involved? 
 
PM: It wasn’t through Hal, but he was pretty friendly with Bill, too. And I remember hanging 
out with him, too, and with Bill quite a bit in those days. I think what happened was, you know 
that cymbal beat that I play on that song, he heard me play that—I don’t know, it could have 
been at Bill’s apartment playing with Bill, or it could have been at a gig, or rehearsal or jam 
session or whatever, but heard me playing that—and then he asked me, he said that he was going 
to be doing a recording with this thing he wrote, and he asked me if I could play that beat on that 
record. 
 
PK: Wow, that’s amazing. 
 
PM: Yeah, I know. 
 
PK: I had no idea, I was wondering because it is a different that what Osie Johnson played on the 
alternate take. 
 
PM: He didn’t tell me what to play. He just heard me doing that, and he liked it, and he thought 
it would fit with the piece that he wrote. He asked me if I would be willing, if I would do that. I 
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don’t know if that was the reason I got the recording date, but it was only like two or three 
months before that, that I did Bill Evans’s first recording. 
 
PK: Right, New Jazz Conceptions was almost exactly a month earlier. 
 
PM: Bill might have recommended me, I don’t know. But that was an incredible time—sure, I 
remember that. 
 
PK: Do you remember rehearsing for that? [McKusick talked about rehearsing a lot.] 
 
PM: No, I don’t. I remember being in the studio, and playing that piece. We might have 
rehearsed before we recorded, I can’t remember. I mean that was quite a while ago. 
 
PK: Russell being a drummer himself, did you talk specifically about drum ideas? 
 
PM: I think at that time, when I met him, and we did that recording, I don’t think I new that he 
had been a drummer. 
 
PK: What was your impression of how the music was received at the time, by your peers? Was 
there a strong reaction to what George was doing? 
 
PM: I don’t know, I don’t remember any reaction. You know, at that time, for me, it was a gig, 
and it was with my friend Bill Evans. You know we were pretty tight, and so I was very happy to 
be there, especially among some of those musicians that were so great, and here I am, young kid 
who just came to New York and stuff. You know what I mean? I felt pretty good about that. 
 
PK: I spoke to Hal McKusick about the sessions, and he pointed out that this was never a working 
band, it was put together for this recording. 
 
PM: Somebody sent me a video from YouTube, of George Russell, and they play that piece 
[“Concerto for Billy the Kid”], and the drummer, I think it was Ed Thigpen. 
 
PK: Yes, I’ve seen that. 
 
PM: And it’s interesting, I don’t know if it was part of that same thing, but Bill Evans is playing 
piano on one of the tracks, then there’s an interview with George Russell, and I thought that was 
pretty great, you don’t see anything like that now-days on television. But, I’m very proud to have 
been a part of that at all. I was really happy about that. 
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